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Homage

I
When you have finished
& done up my stitches,
Wake me near the altar,

& this poem will be finished...

(Christopher Okigbo, “Siren Limits IV”)

II

Ploughed from the mass graves of History
Exhibits on the pyre of empty testaments
Equestrians of trauma
Signifiers of perpetual suffering
Icons of silence, of the limits of speech:
To you mangled, rancid dead on display
I owe this stupefying enchantment.
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Introduction

This book explores some of the fictional responses to the genocidal
mass atrocities of the Igbo in Nigeria (1966-70) and the Tutsi in
Rwanda (1990-94). Through a comparative reading of the violent
situations in both countries it underscores the ways that literary
encounters with atrocities in Africa’s postcolonies have attempted to
construct meanings of genocide and to reimagine the conditions giving
rise to exterminatory forms of mass violence. This literature, taken
together, tries to make “genocides” in Africa thinkable in certain ways.
In the attempt, fundamental questions are raised about the nature
of genocide, including: What explains why some groups attempt to
eliminate others? Who count as victims, perpetrators, and bystanders
in the theatres of these mass atrocities? What understandings of human
goodness and evil can we derive from representations of genocidal
horrors? What is the role of art and the artist before, during, and after
genocides? What have genocides meant for the literary imagination in
Africa? What is the relation of genocidal to colonial violence in Africa?
These questions are not simple and frequently they provoke complex
responses. Nevertheless, they lie at the heart of my project in this book.

This book concretizes and troubles one of the apparent truisms of
genocide studies, especially in the context of imaginative literature:
that the reality of genocide more often than not resists meaningfulness.
Particularly given the centrality of this truism to artistic responses to
the Holocaust and to genocides more generally, this book both identifies
the manifold constructions of meanings and highlights the significance
of some of the deeper humanistic concerns expressed by writers about
exterminatory violence occurring on the African continent. It argues
against the grain of thinking that genocide renders meaningless the
artistic imagination attempting to represent it. A signal contribution of
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this study is that it tracks the astonishing range of meanings drawn by
writers at a series of (temporal, spatial, historical, cultural, and other)
removes from the realities of genocide in Africa’s postcolonies, meanings
that are often highly specific and irreducible to maxims or foundational
cases. The project of charting these overlaps and differences between the
various meanings, which this book is essentially about, is one possible
antidote to both the anxieties that genocide negatively affects the artistic
imagination and the claims of empathy fatigue that have come to charac-
terize recent genocide studies scholarship.

Extant discussions of genocides occurring in postcolonial Africa
suggest that the conditions under which these mass atrocities are
produced derive mainly from the twin legacies of European colonialism
and modernity—specifically through the nation-state system foisted
on African peoples and the ideas of sovereignty and political and moral
subjectivity that this system enabled and depended on. The prevailing
critical assumption, that is, is that there was no neat transition from
the colonial period to a postcolonial one in Africa. Rather, the colonial
system, with all its violent racist baggage, was carried along into the
postcolonial period in ways that encouraged the instances of mass
violence and brutal atrocity witnessed since independence.

What is missing from this conception of postcolonial African
violence as derived from and underpinned by Africans’ experiences of
European colonialism is due acknowledgement of the extent to which
our understanding of these violent occurrences has been shaped by the
representational conventions and practices associated with the legacy of
the Nazi genocide of Jews and other targeted victim groups in Europe.
As this book shows, in the artistic projects to construct meanings
against genocide’s nihilism writers of African genocides deploy tropes
that, while significantly orientated to African concerns, are equally
shaped by the representational conventions and practices associated
with the legacy of the Holocaust.! I understand the Holocaust to be
an important point of reference for African writers and other artists
attempting to make sense of genocides perpetrated in Africa.

The resulting nexus of Holocaust memory with representations
of African violence presents some ambivalence. On the one hand,
reference to the Holocaust (its history, tropes, and analytical categories)

1 Tuse “the Holocaust” throughout this book to refer to what has become the standard
description for Nazi Germany’s genocide of Jewish people and other targeted victim
groups in Europe including the Sinti-Roma people, the Slavs, Blacks, homosexuals, and
other groups that the Nazi regime considered to be physically and mentally unfit.
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provides those working with and on African genocides with a ready-
made descriptive toolbox whose utility has already been demonstrated
and whose meanings are widely understood (if not always shared). This
toolbox has helped to make African genocides visible globally. On the
other hand, the Holocaust has also in various ways overdetermined
the explanatory and moral-evaluative frames through which African
genocides have been conceived of and responded to in art as well as in
the “real” world, such as in discussions of post-conflict reconciliation
and redress.”

Yet the sublimation of Holocaust memory into mediations of violent
encounters in Africa has broader implications in ways not generally
accounted for in scholarly works on African genocides that focus more
narrowly on the process of brutalization of European colonialism, but
not often on the process that is constituting post-genocide subjects and
subjectivities in Africa. These implications suggest themselves more
broadly in literary projects that privilege moral responses to genocides
and unstable political visions of justice and political organization in a
genocide’s wake.

My concern in this book, therefore, is with mapping not only the
meanings that literatures of genocide in Africa suggest but also the
various intersections linking Holocaust memories to representations
of genocide in Africa, specifically in Biafra/Nigeria and Rwanda. I
explore in this book the significance of tensions in novels between the
experience of violence in Biafra/Nigeria and in Rwanda that arise from
their authors’ desire to have the atrocities at their centres acknowledged
as genocides both particularly and universally.

Genocide in Africa’s Postcolony:
The Examples of Nigeria and Rwanda®

Notwithstanding disputes over the use of the word “genocide” to
describe the mass atrocities committed in Nigeria and Rwanda, I

2 This point about the entanglements of Holocaust memories in African conflict zones
has been the focus of some recent works, notably Michael Rothberg’s Multidirectional
Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization, Stanford UP, 2009, and
Lasse Heerten’s The Biafran War and Postcolonial Humanitarianism: Spectacles of Suffering,
Cambridge UP, 2017. See Chapter 2 of this book for a fuller discussion of the subject.

3 Throughout the book I have used such generic terms as “Africa”, “postcolonial Africa”,
“Africa’s postcolony”, “African literature”, and “postcolonial African genocide novel”
not to homogenize the complex nature of socio-political and historical realities on the
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have used genocide with more nuance than suggested in its current
standard understanding as articulated by the United Nations” Genocide
Convention. Article IT of the UN Convention on the Punishment and
Prevention of the Crime of Genocide (UNGC) defines genocide as
meaning:

any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy,
in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, 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.*

The UNGC definition emphasizes deliberateness (intent) leading to
systematic genocidal action. My inclination would be to treat the
UNGC definition as a form of narrative (that is, supposing we regard
law as story, as some scholars are inclined to do).® As a narrative,

continent or to suggest that violent realities in Nigeria and Rwanda represent what obtains
in all of Africa. There is always a danger, as Simon Gikandi notes in the Encyclopedia of
African Literature (Routledge, 2002), “that the diversity of the [African] continent and
its complicated history will be subsumed by the desire for a larger narrative of culture
and society” (p. xii; for more on this point, see, for example, Pius Adesanmi, You’re Not a
Country, Africa: A Personal History of the African Present, Penguin, 2012). With Gikandi’s
submission in mind, I acknowledge that differences of historical experiences across the
continent cannot be homogenized under the rubric of Africa or under any national name
such as Nigeria or Rwanda. Accordingly, I recognize the multiple forms, complexities, and
differences of historical events and experiences on the continent as well as the multiple
dimensions that the understandings of these experiences have unfolded. My use of such
generic terms is essentially conceptual in order to highlight a broad process that I consider
lying at the background of crises in Africa of which the Nigerian and Rwandan instances
provide only a foreground. Thus, I have not overly concerned myself in the book with the
tedious, tendentious, and perhaps irresolvable question of what constitutes “African” in
the specific and different national contexts of my focus. Instead, I have used such generic
categories as a diversifying approach to highlight thematic threads in the discourse of
African experiences.

4 United Nations, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide,
Geneva, 1948, https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%2078/volume-78-i-
1021-english.pdf. Accessed 16 March 2015.

S See, for example, Payam Akhavan, Reducing Genocide to Law: Definition, Meaning, and
the Ultimate Crime, Cambridge UP, 2014 and In Search of a Better World: A Human Rights
Odyssey, House of Anasi Press, 2017.
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therefore, the UNGC definition is indebted to an understanding of
genocide that is based on the Nazi atrocities against Jewish people in
Europe. In this understanding, genocide is imagined to follow a teleo-
logical course from intent to action, a course believed to be the way
in which, for example, the Holocaust proceeded. This understanding
of genocide has informed several scholarly and literary projects on
postcolonial African genocides. The novels that I discuss in this book
also show that their authors understood the atrocities in both Nigeria
and Rwanda to be genocidal by this standard UNGC understanding of
the term. The reliance on the UNGC as a form of Holocaust trope is
perhaps the reason that writers narrativize African mass atrocities to
“fit” the image of the Holocaust.

Yet some recent Holocaust and genocide scholarship, such as the
work by Christopher Browning (for example, Ordinary Men), has
challenged the teleological narrative of genocide and the emphasis
on genocidal intent. While I rely on this recent scholarship here in
order to broaden understanding of genocides occurring in Africa, my
inclination has been to consider the “meanings” of a genocide not as
an objective reality that one finds “out there” but instead as produced
(or socially constructed) in discourse—discourse here taken to mean
“a cluster (or formation) of ideas, images and practices, which provide
ways of talking about, forms of knowledge and conduct associated with,
a particular topic, social activity or institutional site in society”.® This
book, therefore, is an attempt (1) to show how novels through their
representations of targeted mass killings participate in the process of
producing meanings of genocide and (2) to underscore the implications
for our understanding of the meanings of genocide produced in literary
representations.

That said, it is important also to underscore (at the risk of perform-
ative contradiction) that the mass atrocities in Nigeria and Rwanda do
meet the official criteria for considering genocide as enshrined in the
UNGC. The reason for my highlighting this point is in order to reject
certain denialist claims that mass atrocities in both countries do not
meet the international standard and official/legal understanding of
genocide. Thus: the mass killings of the Igbo in Nigeria and the Tutsi in
Rwanda do meet the threshold for genocide under the UN’s definition.
For example, victims were identified by their killers as belonging to an
ethnic group, and then massacred because of that group membership.

6  Stuart Hall, editor, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices,
Sage, 1997, p. 6.
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The killings were deliberate, well planned and systematically (with
varying degrees of success) executed by perpetrators.

In Nigeria, a group of military officers carried out a coup in January
1966 that led to the murders of members of Nigeria’s government. Of
the five officers who organized the coup, four were of Igbo ethnicity.
The coup plotters claimed that their goal was to rid Nigeria of corrupt
politicians. Most of their victims were top government officials of the
ruling coalition parties, including the country’s prime minister and the
premiers of the then Northern and Western Regions of Nigeria. However,
the coup failed after the military command intervened to suppress it.
The coup nonetheless ushered in a military regime led by the country’s
top military officer, Major-General Aguiyi Ironsi, who happened to
be an Igbo. The leaders of the Northern Region, who felt aggrieved
by the coup’s outcome, branded it an example of Igbo treachery that
was hatched from an Igbo conspiracy to impose Igbo hegemony over
Nigeria. In May of the same year mobs and militant bands began killing
Igbo residents in several cities in the Northern Region. By July a second
coup took place, this time led by military officers from the Northern
Region. The July coup plotters murdered the Igbo head of state and
subsequently undertook a systematic purging of Igbo officers from the
military. Killings of Igbo civilians living in the North intensified during
this period and spread to the Western Region as well. Between July and
December 1966 massacres of Igbo peoples living in the Northern and
Western Regions of Nigeria were widespread, leading to thousands of
deaths and the displacement of millions of survivors who escaped from
these regions to the Eastern Igbo homeland.

The mass murders of the Igbo and other so-called Easterners in
Nigeria precipitated the secession of the Eastern Region of Nigeria
from the federation in May 1967. Lieutenant-Colonel Chukwuemeka
Ojukwu, who was the military head of the then Eastern Region,
announced the secession and called the resulting new nation Biafra.
Nigeria invaded Biafra a few weeks after its declaration of independence
in order to force it back into the federation. The war that followed
was marked by heinous atrocities, including massacres of whole Igbo
towns by Nigerian troops, the mass rape of girls and women, and the
prosecution by the Nigerian military of a war of blockade and mass
starvation targeting Igbo civilian populations and leading to the deaths
of over two million people. The war ended in January 1970 with Biafra
capitulating.”

7 For details of the historical accounts of the crisis and war in 1960s Nigeria see Dan
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Contention between scholars has generally not been over the facts
concerning atrocities against the Igbo. Instead, controversies have
related to such issues as how to characterize the massacres of Igbo
peoples across Nigeria before and during the war. For those who argue
against labelling the killings as a genocide, the argument has generally
been that no clear evidence of genocidal intentions could be estab-
lished on the part of the Nigerian military government.® To account
for the systematic nature of the killings, such accounts generally view
the massacres of the Igbo as revenge for the first military coup, which
was believed to have been propelled by an Igbo conspiracy to rule
Nigeria.

However, the premise of the revenge hypothesis—that the first
coup was an Igbo coup—is not only factually inaccurate but also
difficult to accept theoretically, as many of the junior soldiers who
participated in that coup were non-Igbo: for example, the soldiers
who killed the Northern Premier were mostly non-Igbo people from
Northern Nigeria, including some members of the Premier’s palace
guards. A further problem with the revenge claim is that it fails to
explain the rationale that places collective guilt and blame on a whole
people because of the supposed crimes of its members. Some scholars,
such as G. N. Uzoigwe (for example, in Visions of Nationhood), have
argued that no evidence of such an Igbo conspiracy exists in reality.
Nor, I should add, are such claims of a grand conspiracy ever a justi-
fiable reason for a genocide. Not only is there ample evidence of
genocidal intentions in the statements, publications, and actions of
Nigerian leaders before and during that period, but the organized
pattern of killings and the fact that victims’ ethnic (or racialized)

Jacobs, The Brutality of Nations, Alfred A. Knopf, 1987; John de St. Jorre, The Brother’s
War: Biafra and Nigeria, Faber & Faber, 2009; G. N. Uzoigwe, Visions of Nationhood:
Prelude to the Nigerian Civil War, 1960-1967, Africa World Press, 2011; Timothy J.
Stapleton, A History of Genocide in Africa, Praeger, 2017; Michael Gould, The Biafran War:
The Struggle for Modern Nigeria, 1. B. Tauris, 2012; Toyin Falola and Matthew M. Heaton,
A History of Nigeria, Cambridge UP, 2008.

8  See Stapleton; A History of Genocide; Gould, The Biafran War; S. Elizabeth Bird and
Fraser M. Ottanelli, The Asaba Massacre: Trauma, Memory, and the Nigerian Civil War,
Cambridge UP, 2017; Douglas A. Anthony, “Irreconcilable Narratives: Biafra, Nigeria
and Arguments about Genocide, 1966-1970,” Postcolonial Conflict and the Question of
Genocide: The Nigeria-Biafra War, 1967-1970, edited by A. Dirk Moses and Lasse Heerten,
Routledge, 2018, pp. 47-71.
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identity constituted the central reason for their murders are proof
enough that an attempted extermination of a people took place.’

Disagreements similar to those found in the discourse of Igbo
genocide in Nigeria are also present in the case of the 1994 genocide
of the Tutsi in Rwanda, although the atrocities in Rwanda have now
become almost incontestably accepted as a genocide. Following the
end of the Rwandan civil war in 1994, several historians of modern
Rwanda traced the crisis of the 1990s back to the activities of European
colonizers in the country,' with scholars such as Mahmood Mamdani
attributing the genocide to the politicization of the social identities of
the Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa in Rwanda during colonial times. During the
period of decolonization a majority Hutu population rebelled against
members of the ruling Tutsi class, resulting in violent massacres of the
Tutsi in Rwanda between 1959 and 1963. These massacres led many
Tutsi people to flee Rwanda into neighbouring countries. The perse-
cution of the Tutsi continued through successive Hutu governments. In
the 1980s a group of Tutsi refugees in Uganda organized themselves into
arebel unit demanding a return to Rwanda. The Rwandan government
under President Juvénal Habyarimana refused to accept the refugees, a
situation that set in motion a long civil war. Following the murder of
President Habyarimana in 1994, Hutu militants and soldiers launched
a campaign of extermination that massacred Tutsi people and their
Hutu supporters across the country, even while the civil war raged
on between government forces and the rebels. By July the Hutu
government had lost the war to the Tutsi-led rebel group, known as the
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), and millions of Rwandan Hutu people
fled into neighbouring countries. The massacres claimed somewhere
around a million victims.

Unlike the Nigerian case, most scholars agree that the targeted
massacres of the Tutsi and their Hutu supporters in Rwanda amounted
to a genocide. The Rwandan atrocities led to the establishment of the
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda to try perpetrators of

9  See Uzoigwe, Visions of Nationhood; Chima Korieh, editor, The Nigeria-Biafra War:
Genocide and the Politics of Memory, Cambria Press, 2012; Chinua Achebe, There Was a
Country: A Personal History of Biafra, Heinemann, 2012. See also Parts I and II of Toyin
Falola and Ogechukwu Ezekwem, eds, Writing the Nigeria-Biafra War, James Currey,
2016.

10 Stapleton, A History of Genocide; Gérard Prunier, The Rwanda Crisis: History of
a Genocide, Columbia UP, 1997.; Mahmood Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers:
Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda, Princeton UP, 2001; Martin Meredith,
The State of Africa: A History of the Continent since Independence, CBS, 20085.
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genocide, an institution that gave further legitimacy to the genocide
attribution. Major controversies about the genocide generally involve
the assignment of responsibility for the assassination of President
Habyarimana, which is believed by many to have triggered the 1994
genocide. Some historians have argued that the assassination was a
consequence of a plot by members of the Hutu government who were
against the power-sharing agreement President Habyarimana reached
with the RPF. Some others contend that it was carried out by the
RPF as part of their ploy to resume the civil war and defeat militarily
what they already knew was a disorganized regime.' Yet, as was the
case in Nigeria, the massacres in Rwanda were ethnically based and
occurred during a moment of chaos and confusion. Moreover, they
were well organized and systematically executed, and many victims
were murdered because they identified as Tutsi or were identified by
others as such.

Writing Genocide in Postcolonial Nigeria and Rwanda

Nigeria and Rwanda stand out in the discourse on African genocide
literature not least for the volume of literary work concerning atrocity
events produced in these two countries, but also because they provide
fertile ground for considering how narratives become important avenues
through which traumatic experiences may come to be witnessed and
transformed into instruments of justice. Nigeria and Rwanda are also
significant because both countries’ violent histories contain important
moments in Africa’s recent past when the word “genocide” was
mobilized for a range of political, socio-cultural, and legal purposes.
The violent crisis between 1966 and 1970 in Nigeria provided arguably
one of the first major moments of contestation in postcolonial Africa
when accusations of genocide were made and questions raised about
the nature and scope of the ethno-political violence taking place.
However, it was only in the aftermath of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda
that a broadly accepted norm governing the cultural representation

11 See, for example, Stapleton, History of Genocide, pp. $3-57. Another major contro-
versy relates to a 2006 revisionist publication by French investigative journalist Pierre
Péan which claimed that the RPF equally committed a genocide of their own against the
Hutu and that most of the deaths attributed to Hutu extremist groups were the work of the
RPF (see Pierre Péan, Noires fureurs, blancs menteurs: Rwanda, 1990-1994, Miunenuits,
2008S; see also the 2014 BBC documentary Rwanda: The Untold Story (John Conroy, dir.)).

9
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of African genocides emerged, comprising a nascent canon. What I
highlight in this book is that African genocide literatures now organize
representations of experiences of extreme violence in ways impor-
tantly, though not entirely, indebted to the Rwandan experience. This
experience now serves as a paradigm of genocide and genocide writing
in postcolonial Africa. One contention of my work is that the reason
for this canonization of the Rwandan genocide is, at least in significant
ways, a function of how representations of the Rwandan experience
have adapted certain meanings, particularly the representational and
commemorative tropes of the Holocaust.

However, by discussing as genocide literature fictional works
responding to mass atrocities perpetrated against Igbo peoples in
Nigeria, I redraw the map of postcolonial African genocide scholarship
not only by “rediscovering” the Nigerian state’s attempted “genocide”
of the Igbo before and during the Biafra—Nigeria War but also by
tracking the changing cultural meanings of genocide in Africa since
the mid-twentieth century. The novels about Nigeria and Rwanda that
I have selected to discuss in this book highlight literary contributions
to producing representations of forms of violence as a genocide. This
imaginative corpus has contributed significantly to some basic concep-
tualizations of genocide as it has unfolded on the continent following
decolonization.

Furthermore, I examine the role played by these “genocide” narra-
tives in societal reconstruction following mass violence. Questions
I attempt to answer here include the following: What informed the
critical receptions of these novels? What are the implications of the
discursive practices and traditions shaping interpretations of these
novels? What memories and frames of understanding do these novels
and their critical reception privilege and/or aim to secure? This last
question is extremely important, as my study suggests that both Nigeria
and Rwanda are contexts within which literature and its criticism mark
certain violent experiences as worth imagining and writing about and
others as needing to be repressed. In the case of Nigeria, for example,
the massacres of Igbo people and/or those identified as “Easterners” in
1966 and 1967 have drawn fewer imaginative and critical responses than
the eventual war, which lasted from 1967 to 1970. The war discourse
appears to have overshadowed the discourse on genocidal atrocities in
literature and criticism (even though some writers and scholars of the
Biafra—Nigeria War contend that the war itself was genocidal, especially
given the level of violence unleashed on Igbo civilian populations by
the forces of the Federal Military Government).

10
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Likewise, in the case of Rwanda, literary and critical responses to
the Rwandan crisis have essentially focused on the genocide of those
identified as Tutsi, but not often on the brutal civil war that began in
that country around 1990 and which was being fought alongside the
genocide that took place in 1994. The basis of post-1994 Rwandan
trauma as explained in imaginative and critical writings about the
country has been linked to the deaths of targeted civilian popula-
tions and not to the suffering of the battlefield. Hence I underscore
here some of the factors accounting for the discursive repression of
aspects of violent encounters during and after the violent events I am
interested in. These factors result from political circumstances and
cultural or commemorative practices (or a lack thereof) that have
shaped how writers have responded to atrocities in the two countries.
In the Nigerian context, the Federal Military Government accused by
the Biafran leadership of committing a genocide against the Igbo won
the Biafra—Nigeria War and proceeded to engineer an understanding of
that past based on a nationalist narrative in which the war was fought in
defence of Nigerian unity. This narrative, used in justifying atrocities,
is perhaps what led some writers opposed to the government’s position
to evoke paradigms of meaning (such as reference to the Holocaust) in
their work in order to make comprehensible the idea that the Nigerian
atrocities constituted a genocide. These representational paradigms
sometimes intersect with the Biafran rhetoric of genocide deployed
during the war in the secessionist state’s self-determination efforts to
have the violence against it recognized as a genocide by comparing
it to the Holocaust—the idea being that, because after the Holocaust
came Israel, hence Biafra was supposed to emerge from an attempted
genocide against the Igbo in Nigeria.

In the case of Rwanda, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) won
the war and cast itself as a heroic force that decisively ended a
genocide. Since the war narrative also implicated it in violence and
atrocities, the RPF-led government privileged instead the memories
of the 1994 genocide during the country’s post-war reconstruction.
Writings drawing comparisons between the Rwandan genocide and
the Holocaust further served (at least implicitly) to represent the RPF’s
role as a moral one directed towards ending a genocide, and so rejected
substantive mention of the idea that the RPF was itself a violent force
engaged in political conflict with, and committing atrocities against,
the defeated Hutu government, militias, and civilians.

The point here is not so much about the problematic and contentious
uses of genocide in some of these accounts as a factual (or otherwise)

11
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category in ways that reify the racist logic of the violence. Instead, it is
to understand the use of genocide (even in the work of cultural repre-
sentation) as significantly shaped by social and political processes of
construction, and to consider what is gained (and what obscured) in
the literary and discursive projects that represent violence in the two
countries as a genocide. My contention is twofold. First, in both contexts
literature and its criticism served to construct powerful meanings of
violence as genocide in ways that importantly underline exterminatory
processes of group destruction in Africa following colonization. Second,
such literary constructions of genocide (even when the idea of genocide
has been deployed as a strategic rhetoric) rely significantly on analogies
to the Holocaust as a “paradigmatic” genocide—that is, analogies to
the narrative conventions and representational forms associated with
the Nazi genocide of Jewish people in Europe. One important point
to note here, as some other scholars have also observed, is that such
analogies constructing violence as a genocide resembling the Holocaust
serve largely to pull African violence out of a complex web of events,
ostensibly simplifying complicated history into a story of evil that is
removed from the larger flow of history.'* In both the Nigerian and
Rwandan contexts, references to the Holocaust (even if only tangential
sometimes) have served to further a moral agenda by castigating “evil”,
a moral function that downplays the political pre- and post-conditions
of violence and blurs political visions of justice and reform emerging in
both countries in the aftermath of mass violence and atrocities.

Methodological Approach to the African Genocide Novel

My preference for novels over other forms of literature written in
response to the mass atrocities in Nigeria and Rwanda is a consequence
of the way fictional narratives have come to constitute a very significant
intellectual and artistic response to violence taking place in postcolonial
Africa. Focusing on novels allows us to survey the diverse range and
variety of these artistic and intellectual responses to African genocides.
There are four major novels lying at the explanatory heart of this book,
two concerning the violent events in Nigeria and two the violence in
Rwanda. The “Nigerian” novels are Wole Soyinka’s Season of Anomy
and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun. Boubacar Boris
Diop’s Murambi, the Book of Bones and Gil Courtemanche’s A Sunday

12 See, for example, Heerten’s The Biafran War.
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at the Pool in Kigali are the main texts I draw on pertaining to the
mass killings in Rwanda. I have selected these novels because they
not only continue to attract a great deal of critical attention but also
exemplify important representational modes that characterize major
artistic responses to exterminatory forms of mass violence in these two
countries. In other words, I read these novels as representative exempli-
fications of trends I identify in other works dealing with mass atrocities
in both countries and beyond that I discuss alongside the primary ones.
Hence the discussion, while focusing closely on the works of these
four writers, covers a broad spectrum of works by several other artists,
including, for example, novelists, playwrights, poets, memoirists, and
cineastes of various ideological dispositions. Taken together, works by
these writers and artists have contributed to the emergence of an inter-
national iconography of African suffering that yokes ideas of genocide
and its miseries in Africa to genocidal events elsewhere.

My focus on Nigeria and Rwanda is by no means part of an attempt
to make a case for there being national genocide literatures in Africa,
which has been the concern of some scholars writing on the discourse
of war fiction.!® This is because, as several other scholars have shown,
instabilities and atrocities occurring in postcolonial Africa cannot be
reduced to simple explanations that privilege the artificially imposed
boundaries of African nation-states. Rather, instability and atrocity
operate through and within agencies and geographies that exceed
the boundaries of nation-states. My justification for choosing these
contexts for a study of genocide in literature produced in postcolonial
Africa is essentially because the mass atrocities scarring both countries
crucially mark the occasion of critical turns in the ways in which
ideas and representations of genocide in Africa have been conceived
following the Holocaust.

Importantly, my focus on novels is not arbitrary. Unlike other
literary forms, such as poetry and drama, the novel has a unique
history and form as a literary genre that has been put into the service
of human rights advocacy and activism. Lynn Hunt, writing in her book
Inventing Human Rights, uncovers the more than cursory connection
between the rise of the novel and human rights discourse in Europe.
Building on Benedict Anderson’s argument concerning how national
identities result from imagined ideas of community sponsored largely
by the organs of print-capitalism, Hunt argues that the novel has been

13 See, for example, Eleni Coundouriotis, The People’s Right to the Novel, Fordham UP,
2014.
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significant for mobilizing empathy for human rights violations because,
given its social history and affiliations with print technology, it was able
to facilitate the birth of a more secular moral awareness in readers. For
Hunt, the novel was able to create and channel the language of empathy
characteristic of human rights advocacy through its secularization of
moral sentiments and consciousness.'*

In the African context, the rise of the novel in the twentieth century
accompanied the rise of anticolonial struggles and independence claims
across the continent. It is not merely a coincidence that as movements
for individual freedoms and group rights against colonization arose in
Africa, novels by Africans grew in popularity in Africa and globally. For
example, as the success and tremendous importance of James Currey’s
Heinemann’s African Writers” Series show, the “African” novel created
new modes and languages through which experiences of colonial and
postcolonial violation occurring throughout the continent could be
expressed.' Like Hunt, I identify the popularity of the novel (and liter-
ature in general) with writers of African “genocides” as resulting from
the genre’s provision of an adaptive, secular cultural and humanitarian
apparatus for exposing abuses, witnessing atrocity, seeking justice in
the face of oppression, and attempting to expand moral consciousness
about the precarious experiences of those historically racialized (at
least in the West) as sub-humans. In its specific representations of
mass violence in Africa’s postcolonies as genocide, the novel assumes a

14 Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History, W. W. Norton, 2007. On the uses
of the novel as an instrument of human rights practice see also Elizabeth Swanson
Goldberg and Alexandra Schultheis Moore, eds, Theoretical Perspectives on Human Rights
and Literature, Routledge, 2013; Joseph Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc.: The World Novel,
Narrative Form, and International Law, Fordham UP, 2007. Yet I am more inclined to
agree with Samuel Moyn’s reading of frictions between humanitarianism and human
rights. Moyn has argued persuasively against the parallel links that Hunt advances
between the rise of humanitarian sentiments and human rights advocacies. While the
rise of humanitarianism influenced and expanded the rights tradition, human rights as
a moral framework was not a direct determinant of humanitarianism. See, for example,
Moyn’s The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History, Harvard UP, 2010.

1S See James Currey, Africa Writes Back: The African Writers Series and the Launch of
African Literature, James Currey, 2008. Importantly, in its over four decades of active
existence, over 80 per cent of Heinemann’s African Writers’ Series publications were
novels. On the popularity of the novel in Africa see also Simon Gikandi, “African
Literature and the Colonial Factor,” The Cambridge History of African and Caribbean
Literature, vol. 1, edited by Abiola F. Irele and Simon Gikandi, Cambridge UP, 1994,
pp- 379-97; Bernth Lindfors, Long Drums and Canons: Teaching and Researching African
Literatures, Africa World Press, 1995.

14



Introduction

significantly useful place within which the dominant symbol of viola-
tions in Africa and their attendant suffering can be appropriated and
secularized.

My general approach to reading these novels is informed by multiple
sources. First, I do not take for granted the value of close readings that
scrutinize the aesthetic choices and thematic concerns of the novels I
am concerned with. This approach also takes seriously the role of the
novel as a genre and its stylistic matrices in representing violence in
Africa as genocide. In addition, this formalistic approach is productive
when it comes to elucidating and inferring meanings suggested by
the texts. Yet this approach also by itself poses its own challenges.
One of its essential difficulties arises from the fact that African novels
are not often read with an eye on the socio-historical and political
contexts informing them. With this assessment in mind, I have read my
chosen novels closely, all the while remaining cognisant of the social,
political, and historical specificities of the issues they address, as well
as the contexts of their own production and reception. I have engaged
with the critical reception of these novels as and when required, and
discussed the implications of their representations of violence within
their original contexts of production. My overall goal through this
multivalent and intersectional approach—one that draws additionally
on theories of genocide, trauma, and narrative, as well as on ideas from
the disciplines of postcolonial and literary studies—is to instil a robust
critical appreciation of what I have identified and theorized as the
postcolonial African genocide novel.

To reiterate a point I made earlier, in discussing genocide as a
central thematic focus in the novels selected for this study, the approach
has been to treat the meanings of a genocide as socially and themati-
cally produced through representation. That is, I do not approach
the meanings of a genocide in these works as already determined by
the standard definition of the term or as a fixed and otherwise stable
concept but as a construct deriving from a social process in which
cultural representations work to produce the meanings of a genocide.

By this approach, I do not intend to dispute the fact of mass killings.
The fact is always there for us to verify empirically. What is at stake
is how we are naming or representing facts and acts of killing and
how this naming constructs frames of meanings of atrocity events.
Since not every instance of mass killing is described as a genocide, the
cultural theory approaches that I enlist implicitly in this study look
at the ways that the meanings of a genocide are generated through
narratives. What kinds of stories are told when genocide is invoked,
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implied, or intended? How do these stories represent mass atrocities as
genocides? Or, rather, how do literary representations (and their criti-
cisms) come to regularize the meanings of mass killings as a genocide?
In this delineation, my work is indebted to engagements with genocide
in Lasse Heerten’s The Biafran War and Postcolonial Humanitarianism,
Michael Rothberg’s Multidirectional Memory, and Jeffrey C. Alexander’s
“The Social Construction of Moral Universals” (in Remembering the
Holocaust).

The book is broadly divided into two parts. Part I, “Writing
Genocide in Africa’s Postcolonies”, contains two chapters that, when
taken together, provide context for understanding the stakes involved
in discussing genocide in Africa. Chapter 1, “Genocide in Africa’s
Postcolony”, provides some background required to address the
question of what genocide means in Africa, as well as insight into the
controversies and implications of designating certain kinds of violence
in Africa as genocide. Focusing in parts on Nigeria and Rwanda, I
explore in this chapter how the trajectory of scholarly discussions
of genocide in postcolonial Africa pivots on the history of European
colonization on the continent.

Chapter 2, “The Holocaust and Literary Representation of African
Genocides”, grapples with the question of what is meant by the
postcolonial African genocide novel and its cultural debts to the
narrative/representational regimes of the Holocaust. I argue that,
since the mid-twentieth century, following World War II, the postco-
lonial African genocide novel emerged through an artistic process of
implicitly comparing African genocides to the Nazi genocide of Jewish
people in Europe. I contend that novelists’ comparisons of African
suffering to that of Jewish people during the Holocaust is typically
a consequence of writers” desire to legitimize the reality of African
suffering as genocide. In securing this connection, the postcolonial
African genocide novel generally adopts features and elements typical
of certain narrative regimes of Holocaust literature. I show that both
in the Nigerian and Rwandan contexts writers of different ideological
persuasions repeatedly turn to the Holocaust for a usable trope with
which to construct meaning of African genocides. The prevalence of
this trope in literary representations of African genocides suggests
that the African genocide novel has been intervening in the discourse
on African genocides by following certain specific patterns and logic,
which among other things appear to be driven by a moral and humani-
tarian impulse that privileges rather moral-symbolic responses to
exterminatory forms of violence in Africa.
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Part II, “Artistic Quests for Meaningfulness in the Hells of
Postcolonial African Genocides”, contains four chapters, each providing
in-depth analysis of the selected novels lying at the interpretive heart
of this book. In Chapter 3, “Genocide as a Tragedy”, I discuss Wole
Soyinka’s novel, Season of Anomy, as representative of works expressing
a tragic vision of genocide aimed at constructing a purpose for mass
atrocities in postcolonial Africa. My contention is that Soyinka’s novel
represents the massacre of Igbo people and so-called Easterners across
Nigeria and the resulting Biafra-Nigeria War between 1966 and 1970
as a genocide. Soyinka’s artistic response to the tragedy of genocide
became one of reinserting the message of will, recovery, and regener-
ation. Soyinka stages the drama of the artistic response to a genocide as
a Black Orphean quest into a postcolonial African Hell to find a regen-
erative formula against catastrophe. In doing this the writer speaks
against hopelessness and what he calls “the tragic lure” characteristic
of post-World War II Western artistic and philosophical responses to
catastrophe. Yet, as I show in the analysis, Soyinka’s tragic genocidal
imagination is underpinned by significant representational challenges
for thinking about the genocide of Igbo peoples in Nigeria. These
challenges in Season of Anomy arise from Soyinka’s choice of a tragic
metanarrative that valorizes sacrifice and masculine heroism. The
tragic form of Soyinka’s novel turns victims of extermination into sacri-
ficial objects required for their killers’ redemption, and problematically
encourages a heroic vision of genocide.

In Chapter 4, “Writing the ‘African’ Holocaust”, I show that, in
his novel Murambi, the Book of Bones, Boubacar Boris Diop inscribes
meanings to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda by resisting the urge to
imagine the genocide as meaningless. I contend that the attempt at
constructing a meaning for the genocide underpins the novel’s project
of fashioning a new decolonization agenda coinciding with cultural
sentiments across different African contexts in the 1990s and early
2000s. In this project Diop “emplots” the biblical story of Cornelius’s
meeting with the Apostle Simon Peter in order to advance an idea of
the Rwandan genocide as a gospel of a “new” African decolonization.
The mythos of the Gentiles’ conversion to Christianity that underpins
Murambi reveals Diop’s investment in the redemptive message of
Christianity. Diop’s approach departs slightly but in important ways
from the contrarian and restorative praxis characterizing some earlier
Afrocentric responses to colonial and postcolonial atrocities in Africa,
such as found in Soyinka’s work. Yet, as I argue, Diop’s emplotment of
the biblical story of the Gentile’s conversion to Christianity encourages
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an affinity between the Holocaust and Rwanda’s genocide. Murambi, by
securing this implicit connection, constructs the Rwandan genocide
in counterpoint to the Holocaust to deliver a moral message, one that
would not be instrumentalized for nationalistic causes but instead one
serving as a basis for introspection and African decolonization.

Chapter S, “Gendering the Postcolonial African Genocide Novel”,
discusses Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun as repre-
senting the violence against Igbo peoples in Nigeria between 1966
and 1970 as a genocide. The chapter also reads Half of a Yellow Sun as
exemplifying a neo-feminist imagining of events of that past and as
a neo-feminist revisionism of the masculinist African genocide novel
exemplified by Soyinka’s, Diop’s, and other works by men. Adichie’s
novel departs significantly from masculinist tropes of the African
genocide novel exemplified in the other three primary novels of this
book. Unlike in these other works, in Adichie’s novel women’s agencies
figure prominently in the theatres of atrocity as men and women
equally strive to make sense of their place in a chaotic world. In Half
of a Yellow Sun Adichie deploys feminist fictional tropes in her attempt
to manage the task of imagining a genocide. Although, like the other
writers, Adichie inscribes meanings to a genocide and links the violence
in Nigeria to the Holocaust, I contend, however, that her use of these
tropological forms in her novel serves to “feminize” the genocide
novel by deconstructing its patriarchal foundations and constructing
an imaginative vista for thinking about the specificity of women’s
suffering.

In Chapter 6, “The Rwandan Genocide and the Pornographic
Imagination”, I discuss Gil Courtemanche’s novel, A Sunday at
the Pool in Kigali, as an “African” genocide novel. My inclusion of
Courtemanche’s novel in the discussion—the work of a non-African
(Western) author—presents an occasion for broadening the field of
African genocide literature and for underlining the wider contexts
underpinning the production of representations of violence in Africa.
I consider Courtemanche’s novel to be a pornographic representation
of the Rwandan genocide on account of its spectacularization of sex
and violence in its narrative. Courtemanche’s novel, I argue, is charac-
teristic of certain Western artistic attempts to represent the Rwandan
genocide that bolster racist stereotypes of Africa even while advocating
for humanitarian and empathetic response to African suffering.
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PART I

Writing Genocide
in Africa’s Postcolonies






1

Genocide in Africa’s Postcolony

There are at least two major implications that stand out when consid-
ering genocides in Africa’s postcolony as the directlegacies of European
colonial activities." The first is a tenacity of thinking that insists
on a structural model of genocides in Africa. The structural model
focuses on the macrodynamics behind social or collective actions and
outcomes. For instance, in responding to the question of what causes
genocide in Africa’s postcolony the structuralist understanding will
generally look towards colonialism and Western modernity as essential
instigators of mass atrocity in contemporary Africa. The second, which
is a consequence of the first, is a tacit scholarly endorsement of an
idea of the genocide concept whose origination and semantic register
are founded on a largely Western imperialist notion of racial violence
that has become canonized in the Holocaust. According to this view,
genocide is understood as a phenomenon—which may be exceptional
in some cases—driven by ideas of race. These two strands of thoughts
have coalesced to form what we may designate as the postcolonial
genocide, which is used loosely here to describe exterminatory forms
of violence occurring within the moment we call the postcolony.

1 Tuse “postcolony” in the sense in which Achille Mbembe uses it to designate the “age”
and “entanglements” resulting from and following multiple dimensions and histories of
slavery, conquests and colonization in Africa. In other words, the postcolony does not
merely suggest a time after colonization but rather the complex realities of entanglements,
temporalities, and subjectivities occasioned by the colonial experiences in Africa (see
Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony, University of California Press, 2001, p. 102). While
my focus has been on the history of European colonialisms and their aftermaths on the
continent, I am by no means implying that the experiences of colonialism in Africa are
singular. Nor am I suggesting that there is only one African postcolony deriving only from
the experience of European colonization.
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To speak about genocide and the postcolonial is equally to speak
in terms of complexities and multiple decentrings. The first issue
to consider is that the postcolonial, as some critics suggest,” signals
a complex consideration of a time after European colonialism—a
“postcolonial”. The “post-” in this sense of postcolonial suggests both
temporalities and spatialities resulting from the history of Europe’s
colonial activities in Africa. In this sense of the word, therefore,
“postcolonial genocide” implies a concept of exterminatory violence
occurring among formerly colonized peoples in the official aftermath
of European colonization.

To conceptualize the postcolonial in terms of a time following or an
“after” colonialism demands a reappraisal of the order of power in the
postcolony, as well as of how this order could be authorizing extermi-
natory forms of violence. In addition, it demands that we ask how and
why this order is able to produce genocides or preconditions of genocide.
This temporality within which we have to make sense of genocide has
to be understood in terms other than those associated with the concept
of time in abstraction from material reality, because the temporality in
question is in fact quite material, given its production of new territories,
state systems, and quasi-sovereignties. In other words, this tempo-
rality, which by implication derives directly from the colonial generally,
suggests a basic proposition: namely, that the colonial condition in
some proximate or remote ways sowed the seeds of genocides in the
postcolony.? This proposition, popular among many Africanist scholars,
raises a number of questions, which might be summed up thusly: Are
genocides in so-called postcolonial Africa essentially a continuation of
patterns of colonial violence? Are they the direct result and legacy of
colonialism? The issues resulting from the answers to these questions,
which I discuss in subsequent sections of this chapter, border on consid-
erations of the nature and causes of genocide in postcolonial Africa.

The second issue to consider when speaking about the “postco-
lonial” in its relation to genocide in Africa manifests in the decentring

2 See, for example, Kwame Anthony Appiah, “Is the Post- in Postmodernism the
Post- in Postcolonial?” Critical Inquiry, vol. 17, 1991, pp. 336-57; Peter Hitchcock,
“Postcolonial Africa? Problems of Theory,” Women’s Studies Quarterly, vol. 25, nos 3-4,
1997, pp. 233-44; Linda Hutcheon, “Introduction: Colonialism and the Postcolonial
Condition: Complexities Abounding,” PMLA, vol. 110, no. 1, 1995, pp. 7-16; Mbembe,
On the Postcolony.

3 See, for example, Alfred Nhema and Paul Tiyambe Zeleza, editors, The Roots of
African Conflicts: Causes and Costs, James Currey, 2008; Mamdani, When Victims Become
Killers; Uzoigwe, Visions of Nationhood.
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aspect of postcolonial practice. As a deconstructive concept that
questions colonial hierarchies of power, the postcolonial may be
co-opted in examining the historical, socio-cultural, economic, and
political contexts that gave rise to the ideas and discursive practices
of genocide.* In other words, the framework may help us to under-
stand the genocide concept as emerging from colonial discourses of
power, to rethink certain colonial assumptions about the term, and
to challenge valuations and hierarchies of suffering implicit in certain
uses of the genocide concept. These valuations and hierarchies may be
found, for instance, in the canonization of genocide—itself a legacy of
the canonization of the Holocaust as the ur-genocide—as a unique,
exceptional act of violence that requires a rather exalted and serious
attitude of apprehension, in comparison with other instances of mass
atrocity. In the light of this understanding of the postcolonial, the
evolving meanings and uses to which the genocide concept is invoked
for explaining mass atrocities in Africa and elsewhere become a focal
consideration of scholarly practice. In this consideration, therefore,
viewing the genocide concept as a political instrument with its own
specific history, context of origination, and use from colonial practice
becomes significant. The driving question underlying this second sense
of the postcolonial will be that of the evolving historical, cultural and
political circumstances prompting the appropriations of the genocide
concept for describing and responding to mass atrocities. In other
words, to speak about postcolonial or postcolonizing genocide marks
the occasion for thinking about the ways that the genocide concept is
implicated in as well as overlapping with the discourses of coloniality.
Bothissuesarising froma postcolonial perspective on genocide—one
demanding the placing of genocides in broader historical contexts that
must begin with colonialism and the other seeking to decentre certain
colonial assumptions of the genocide concept—constitute a significant
background from which this examination of cultural representations
of African genocides must begin. This take-off point is significant for
at least three reasons. First, it helps to highlight some of the questions
regarding the conceptualization and uses of the genocide concept for
imagining and discussing mass atrocities in Africa. Second, it resists
genocidal canonizations by insisting on treating the phenomenon and
the event given its name as a particular form of politics with a particular

4  Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, “Epistemic Conditions of Genocide,” Genocide and
Human Rights: A Philosophical Guide, edited by John Roth, Palgrave Macmillan, 2005,
p. 118.
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history and set of implications. Finally, it emphasizes its own limita-
tions by encouraging us to question the assumptions that genocide in
Africa’s postcolony is a modern phenomenon, one put in motion by
colonialism.

What is Meant by Genocide?

While my discussion of the concept of genocide relies heavily on the
immensity of work done by scholars from different disciplines, I base
my reflections on the concept’s implications for our understanding of
mass atrocities in Africa. This African focus provides a robust context
within which to revisit some of the genocide concept’s assumptions,
while also suggesting alternative ways to rethink some of its resulting
claims. Considering also its Western origin and relative popularity
among Western scholars, the genocide concept has not particularly
gained popular traction among many African scholars, who would rather
embrace relatively less contentious concepts of violence, such as “civil
war”, when describing mass atrocities occurring on the continent. This
anxiety over the use of the genocide concept to describe violence in
Africa is perhaps best appreciated when African experiences constitute
a significant barometer for examining the implications of the concept’s
uses.

In the early 1940s the Polish lawyer Raphael Lemkin, responding to
Nazi Germany’s atrocities in Europe and to such historical precedents
as Ottoman Turkey’s attempted extermination of Armenians in the
second decade of the twentieth century, coined the word “genocide”
to describe as a crime the deliberate exterminatory acts and practices
directed against human groups. By combining the Greek “genos”
(people) and the Latin “cide” (kill) to mean, literally, the mass murder
of a human collectivity, Lemkin provided what many scholars consider
to be one of the most important definitions of genocide.® In his 1944
book Awxis Rule in Occupied Europe, Lemkin defines genocide as “the

S For a comprehensive discussion of Lemkin’s concept of genocide, see, for example,
A. Dirk Moses, “Genocide,” Australian Humanities Review, vol. 55, November 2013,
PP 23-44, http://australianhumanitiesreview.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/
AHRSS_2_Moses.pdf, accessed 15 February 2016; Martin Shaw, What Is Genocide? 2nd
ed., Polity, 2015; Samantha Power, “A Problem from Hell”: America and the Age of Genocide,
Basic Books, 2013. See also Douglas Irvin-Erickson, Raphaél Lemkin and the Concept of
Genocide, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017.
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destruction of a nation or of an ethnic group”,® explaining further that
“genocide does not necessarily mean the immediate destruction of a
nation, except when accomplished by mass killings of all members of
a nation”.” He uses genocide “to signify 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”.®
In other words, what makes genocide different from other varieties of
mass murder is not its notable production of tremendous numbers of
corpses. It is, rather, its attempt to destroy a people. That is, victims of
genocide are exterminated for what they are imagined to be or what
they are identified by. In this sense, therefore, what makes genocide
an extremely morally and politically reprehensible act is that it is a
murderous attempt on human forms of belonging—whether such
form of belonging is imagined or real. Genocide targets the corporeal
manifestations of human groupness and seeks to destroy the essential
foundations of group identity.

Lemkin’s definition provides the basis not only for the official and
legal definition adopted by the United Nations Convention on the
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (subsequently
UNGC)’ but also for how scholars from different disciplines have
grappled with the genocide concept. Many scholars believe that Lemkin
conceives of genocide in basically two senses: as a deliberate and
systematic attempt at group destruction and as a social process of group
destruction.'” As a deliberate attempt at group destruction, genocide is
understood to be the intended practice of destruction put in motion
and executed by, for example, a governing authority. Within genocide
studies, this view is associated with the critical perspective known as
“intentionalism”. As a social process, genocide must be understood as

6  Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of
Government, Proposals for Redress, 2nd ed., The Law Book Exchange, 2008, p. 79.

7 Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, p. 79.

8  Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, p. 79.

9  Article II of the UNGC defines genocide as meaning: “any of the following acts
committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, 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.”

10 See, for example, Shaw, What Is Genocide? pp. 13-35; Moses, “Genocide”; Christopher
Powell, Barbaric Civilization: A Critical Sociology of Genocide, McGill-Queen’s UP, 2011,
pp- 70-84.
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neither a spontaneous nor a random act, but as a sustained and ideologi-
cally driven activity and set of social and material processes informing
policies, behaviour, and all relations between perpetrators and victim
populations. This view is also associated with the perspective known
as “functionalism”.

Scholarly conceptualizations of genocide have generally tried to
revise and reinterpret aspects of Lemkin’s original concept of genocide
or its variant in the UNGC. Some fault what is believed to be Lemkin’s
and the UNGC'’s essentialist and primordialist conception of human
groups as possessing internal cohesiveness and blood connection." The
problem with Lemkin’s concept of the human group, for these critics, is
that it excludes from consideration mass atrocities perpetrated against
groups that do not possess the essential features marking members
of the national, the ethnic, the racial, or the religious community—a
notion of group identity that suggests the presence at work in genocide
of what Paul Boghossian dismisses as “indelible identifications™ that
is, “identifications that one is born with and that one can do nothing
about™.'?

Critics such as Boghossian argue against limiting the notion of a
genocide victim’s group to these “indelible identifications” because in
some ways the implicit rationale of such group definitions is premised
on the moral assumption that genocide is heinous only for targeting
people “because of what they indelibly are, as opposed to what they
may have blamelessly become” by choice, ideological affiliation, and
status.’> Boghossian asks, “why should indelibleness matter morally
in this way? Is it really more morally reprehensible to kill people for
what they biologically are than it is to kill them for what they may have
blamelessly become?”*

One implication of the ontologically fixed conception of group identity
is that exterminatory patterns of violence directed at certain groups of
people who are not considered indelibly defined are ignored or treated
as non-genocidal mass atrocities. So, to remedy this gap in the notion
of group implied in the Lemkinian concept of genocide, categories such
as politicide, democide, classicide, ethnocide, urbicide, auto-genocide,
and gendercide have emerged as alternative nomenclatures in order to

11 See Shaw, What Is Genocide?

12 Paul Boghossian, “The Concept of Genocide,” Journal of Genocide Research, vol. 12,
nos 1-2, 2010, p. 74; emphasis in original.

13 Boghossian, “The Concept of Genocide,” p. 74.

14 “The Concept of Genocide,” p. 74.
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account for different ways of reconceptualizing human groups in the

context of organized mass violence. This proliferation of “the many cides

of genocide” has led to what Martin Shaw calls a “conceptual jungle”."*

Yet these attempts are not fundamentally redefining the genocide
concept but merely renaming it by challenging the ideas of groups that
the concept as a legal framework allows.

1S See Shaw, What Is Genocide? pp. 84-100. On propositions for reconceptualizing
group and mass violence in the genocide concept, see, for example, on politicide (the
killing of political groups), Barbara Harff and Ted R. Gurr, “Toward Empirical theory
of Genocides and Politicides: Identification and Measurement of Cases Since 194S5,”
International Studies Quarterly, vol. 37, no. 3, 1988, pp. 359-71; on democide (delib-
erate government killing of unarmed civilians), R. J. Rummel, Death by Government,
Transaction, 1994; on gendercide (as against femicide and gynocide, gendercide broadly
suggests the deliberate murder of particular gender groups), Mary Anne Warren,
Gendercide: The Implications of Sex Selection, Rowman and Allaneld, 1985; on genocide
as mass murder of social and political groups, Uriel Tal, “On the Study of the Holocaust
and Genocide,” Yad Vashem Studies, vol. 13, 1979, pp. 7-52; see also Hurst Hannum
and David Hawk, The Case against the Standing Committee of the Communist Party of
Kampuchea, Cambodia Documentation Commission, 1986; on mass murder of members
of a social class, Lyman H. Legters, “The Soviet Gulag: Is It Genocidal?” Toward the
Understanding and Prevention of Genocide: Proceedings of the International Conference on
the Holocaust and Genocide, edited by Israel Charny, Westview, 1984, pp. 60-66; on the
notion of victim groups as perpetrators’ constructs, Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn,
The History and Sociology of Genocide: Analyses and Case Studies, Yale UP, 1990; on
genocide as a political strategy and an act by armed power groups, Shaw, What Is
Genocide?; on cultural genocide (that is, the destruction of cultures and cultural groups),
David Nersessian, “Rethinking Cultural Genocide under International Law,” Human
Rights Dialogue, 22 April 2005, https://www.carnegiecouncil.org/publications/archive/
dialogue/2_12/section_1/5139, accessed 16 February 2016; on colonial genocide (that
is, genocide perpetrated on colonized peoples), A. Dirk, Moses and Dan Stone, eds,
Colonialism and Genocide, Routledge, 2007, and Andrew Woolford et al., Colonial Genocide
in Indigenous North America, Duke UP, 2014; David Maybury-Lewis, “Genocide against
Indigenous Peoples,” Annihilating Difference: The Anthropology of Genocide, edited by
Alexander Laban Hinton, University of California Press, 2002, pp. 43-53; on genocide
as utopias of race and nationalism, Eric D. Weitz, A Century of Genocide: Utopias of Race
and Nation, Princeton UP, 2003; on genocidal massacre and stages in the genocidal
process, Leo Kuper, Genocide: Its Political Use in the Twentieth Century, Yale UP, 1981;
Israel Charny, “Toward a Generic Definition of Genocide,” Genocide: Conceptual and
Historical Dimensions, edited by George J. Andreopoulos, University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1994, pp. 64-94; and Gregory Stanton, “The Eight Stages of Genocide,” Genocide
Watch, 1998, http://www.genocidewatch.org/aboutgenocide/8stagesofgenocide.html,
accessed 15 February 2016; on genocide as a kind of war, Shaw, What Is Genocide; War
and Genocide: Organised Killing in Modern Society, Polity, 2003; Scott Straus, “Destroy
Them to Save Us’: Theories of Genocide and the Logics of Political Violence,” Terrorism
and Political Violence, vol. 24, no. 4, 2012, pp. 544-60.
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Other subjects of contention resulting from the genocide concept,
and even more particularly highlighted in the UNGC’s definition
of genocide, include the nature of the violence that is properly
considered genocidal. Is genocide basically a matter of the physical
destruction of a group or does it involve something more than physical
destruction? The UNGC'’s definition emphasizes physical or biological
destruction, thereby seeming to diminish aspects of violence targeted,
say, at the culture of groups, and so the means of a group ensuring
its identity and distinctness.' Some scholars believe that Lemkin
originally conceived genocide as constituting much more than the
violent physical destruction of groups. In an influential early writing
he distinguished between barbarism (violence directed at the physical
bodies of members of a group) and vandalism (violence directed at
the cultural and spiritual aspects of group life), suggesting that he
perceives genocide as constituted by much more than just the physical
destruction of individual members of a group.

For some scholars' it is the misunderstanding of the role played
by violence in genocide and the emphasis of particularly legal scholars
on genocides marked by physical destruction that reveal the lingering
colonial and imperial politics that informed the drafting of the UNGC’s
legal definition of genocide. The drafters of the international law on
genocide were mostly colonizers who thus ensured that aspects of
colonial destruction of the cultures (not to mention the actual physical
destructions) of colonized peoples remained excluded from consid-
eration as genocide.

Lemkin himself dismissed the experiences of black enslavement in
the US as a genocide. Consider, for example, his rebuttal of the 1951
petition of the Civil Rights Congress to the United Nations titled “We
Charge Genocide”.'® The document charged the US government with
genocide against African Americans, noting the historical enslavement
of African Americans and the conditions of enslavement and violence
that they continued to suffer at the hands of the US government and

16 Although the UNGC includes as genocide “forcibly transferring children of the
group to another”, it is not explicit, however, about whether such a forcible transfer is
considered genocidal because it signifies an attempt to eliminate a group’s culture or
because it does not enable a group to physically perpetuate itself, its spirituality, its
worldview and its corporeal identity in its children.

17 See Shaw, What Is Genocide?; Moses, “Genocide”; Powell, Barbaric Civilization;
Power, “A Problem from Hell”.

18 For details of the Charge, see William L. Patterson, We Charge Genocide: The Crime
of the Government Against the Negro People, 1970, International Publishers, 2017.
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white society. Lemkin dismissed the Charge as spurious, and is quoted
as stating as follows:

1. ... genocide means annihilation and destruction, not merely
discrimination. The colored race in America is increasing in
population.

2. The crime of genocide requires specific ‘intent to destroy’ a
people. This is the fundamental requirement, which must be
proven—not presumed.

In fact, President [Harry S.] Truman [the US president
from 1945 to 1953] has been fighting to help the colored
people and improve their opportunities. The Supreme Court
has ruled against segregation.

3. The convention outlaws destroying in whole, or in part, a
national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such.” The
petitioners list killings, lynchings and race riots. But these are
actions against individuals—not intended to destroy a race.

4. The petitioners complain against ‘serious bodily or mental
harm’. Genocide does not mean simply fear. Genocide means
actual disintegration of minds as a result of tortures and
physical agony.

5. The petitioners complain against ‘conditions of life calculated
to bring about’ physical destruction of a group. They cite
depressing wages and difficulties in employment as examples.

These may be unjust and discriminatory, but they are not
intended to destroy the colored race. Existence on a lower
level is not the same as non-existence."

Itis perhaps crucial to read Lemkin’s theory of genocide alongside his
response to “We Charge Genocide”. Such an approach may highlight the
kinds of politics impelling Lemkin’s thoughts and projects at the time.
What is perhaps most shocking in his response is his glaring inability to
appreciate the conditions of enslavement and white supremacist racism
in the US as genocidal. The kind of inconsistency and perverse logic one
observes in Lemkin’s response to “We Charge Genocide” is probably a
reason why critics such as Mahmood Mamdani would argue that there

19 Lemkin, as quoted in “UN Asked to Act Against Genocide in United States,” The Afro
American, 29 December 1951, https://news.google.com/newspapers?id=mdQmAAAAIB
AJ&sjid=kgIGAAAAIBAJ&dq=we-charge-genocide&pg=2113%2C3191483, accessed 17
March 2021, p. 19.
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is a politics to naming mass killings as a genocide when they are perpe-
trated by non-white peoples but not when they are committed by white
society (with the exception of Nazi Germany). This fraught history of
the concept’s origins, uses, and applications has additional implications
in the African context, as we will see shortly.

It is worth noting that only four countries in Africa participated
as quasi-independent political entities at the drafting of the UNGC in
the 1940s—Egypt, Ethiopia, Liberia, and South Africa.*® South Africa
eventually declined to sign the convention before it came into effect
in 1951, perhaps because of its policy of apartheid, which was being
introduced at the time. However, it is worth pointing out that in the
1950s and 1960s colonized Africa began gaining independence from
European colonialists at a remarkably quick pace, although within
this rapidly changing context any links between the legal life of the
UNGC from 1951 onwards and African independence from European
rule remained fairly arbitrary. In the decades following independence
the genocide concept and rhetoric found popular use among several
African groups, who drew upon the word to agitate for different
interests or to call attention to their experiences of violent abuse under
different colonial and postcolonial political regimes.

For example, in 1960 the UN secretary-general Dag Hammarskjold
accused the first prime minister of the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Patrice Lumumba, of perpetrating genocide against the Luba people in
the resource-rich South Kasai region. During the same period, roughly
between 1959 and 1962, Tutsi victims of Hutu uprisings in Rwanda
invoked genocide rhetoric to describe the ill-treatment and human
rights violations they suffered, including massacres and displacement
from their homeland. Between 1966 and 1970 the Igbo and later the
secessionist Biafran government labelled as genocide the massacres
and persecutions across Nigeria of Igbo peoples and other groups from
eastern Nigeria. These charges led to a UN investigation in 1968 to
determine whether genocide was taking place.*! Also by 1967, the UN
Commission on Human Rights suggested that the 1960 Sharpeville
massacre in South Africa was genocidal. Similarly, in the late 1960s
separatists from the southern parts of the former Sudan charged the
north-controlled government of the country with genocide.

20 See, for example, Stapleton’s A History of Genocide in Africa.

21 For arecent discussion of the politics of this UN investigation and its implication for
how the massacres became characterized afterwards, see Karen E. Smith, “The UK and
‘genocide’ in Biafra,” Journal of Genocide Research 16, nos 2-3, 2014, pp. 247-62.
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The rise of totalitarian regimes in Africa from the mid-1960s to
the end of the century, as well as the occurrence of many so-called
civil wars during this period, was accompanied by an intensified
employment of the genocide concept in accounts of mass killings of
civilians happening across the continent. The brutal regimes of Idi Amin
in Uganda, Mobutu Sese Seko in Congo-Zaire, Muammar Gaddafi in
Libya, Jean-Bedel Bokassa in Central African Republic, Mengistu Haile
Mariam in Ethiopia, and Hissene Habre in Chad, among several others,
were dogged by charges of genocide. In 1972 in Burundi, for example,
thousands of Hutu people were massacred by the Tutsi-led military
dictatorship of Michel Micombero. The massacres drew charges of
genocide by victims and international human rights observers. Similar
charges of genocide were made during the bloody wars in Liberia, Sierra
Leone, Somalia, Angola, Rwanda, Burundi, the Democratic Republic
of Congo, and the Sudan, to name just a few sites of violent conflict.
In Zimbabwe, the autocratic regime of Robert Mugabe was accused of
genocide against the minority Ndebele. In addition, during the elections
in Kenya in 2007 and Ivory Coast in 2010, charges and counter-charges
of genocide were traded. More recently, in 2021, the leader of Ethiopia’s
Tigray People’s Liberation Front, Debretsion Gebremichael, accused the
Ethiopian government led by Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed of waging a
genocidal war against Tigray people.”?

In all these instances of charges of genocide, only the case of the
1994 genocide of the Tutsi and so-called moderate Hutu in Rwanda
and, controversially, the case of Darfur in Sudan (charges that perhaps
facilitated the successful secession of the country’s south, which became
present-day South Sudan) received official, international recognition
and, in the case of Rwanda, legal prosecution by the International
Criminal Court. Notwithstanding these important acknowledgements
of genocidal intent, the use of the genocide concept and the rhetoric
surrounding it to describe mass atrocities in Africa is not recent. Nor is
it unpopular. That these charges of genocide are prevalent underscores
prima facie evidence of the political and social currency of the genocide
framework in Africa. Yet the unwillingness to officially recognize (as
well as discourse in scholarship) cases of atrocities as genocide perhaps
derives from an anxiety that easy applications of the term to just any
case of mass murder may deprive it of political, moral, and analytical

22 See, for example, “Tigray Crisis: ‘Genocidal War’ Waged in Ethiopia Region,
Says Ex-Leader.” BBC News, 31 January 2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-55877939, accessed 18 March 2021.
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significance. Although it is not particularly the concern of this book to
ask why and how such applications might make the term analytically
worthless, this seeming anxiety over acknowledging that genocide
is not as rare and exceptional an occurrence as many wish to believe
should still be questioned.

The point being made here is not whether the use of the term meets
the legal requirements stipulated in the UNGC. Nor is it to dismiss
the warning by the concept’s gatekeepers who would rather insist on
certain narrow definitions and strict criteria for determining genocide,
if only to maintain the concept’s special, exceptional status as a signifier
of extreme evil.** Rather, the point is to acknowledge the nature of the
politics that is impelling the uses of the concept in Africa. Paying closer
attention to this politics shows not only the “methodological problems”
or conceptual crises confronting theorization of genocide and violence
more generally in postcolonial Africa but also the patterns of influence
shaping the discourse of genocide in Africa and beyond.** On this
methodological question, the stakes include how best to determine the
causes and outcomes of social action.

On the Micro-, Macro-, and Meso-Dynamics of Genocide

Over the years, the nature of scholarly contestations regarding the defini-
tions and uses of the genocide concept has coalesced roughly around
three ways of approaching why and how genocide happens. These
approaches attempt to address the determining of social outcomes:
are individual agents or social structures central for considering the
causes of genocides? And are agents and structures mutually inclusive

23 In recent years some scholars have argued that certain evolving representational
trends in the West appropriated memories of the Nazi genocide of Jews (the Holocaust)
and turned them into a paradigm of extreme/absolute evil. (See, for example, Jeffrey
Alexander, Remembering the Holocaust: A Debate, Oxford UP, 2009.) This association of
the Holocaust with absolute evil accounts for how we have come to imagine genocides
more generally, often leading to implicit comparisons between genocides in other places
and the Holocaust. See Alexander Laban Hinton, “Critical Genocide Studies,” Genocide
Studies and Prevention, vol. 7, no. 1, 2012 pp. 10-11.

24 For a discussion of some methodological challenges in theorizing genocides in Africa,
see, for example, Abebe Zegeye, “Methodological Problems to the Understanding of the
Rwandan Genocide,” African Identities, vol. 8, no. 4, 2010, pp. 309-16; Katrina Jaworski,
“The Methodological Crisis of Theorising Genocide in Africa: Thinking with Agamben and
Butler,” African Identities, vol. 10, no. 3, 2012, pp. 349-65.
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or exclusive categories when considering the nature and causes of mass
violence such as genocide?*

The first school of thought proposes looking at the human agents
of murder in order to understand why and how genocides happen. The
focus of this approach is not primarily on broad social conditions but
on the microdynamics of genocide. It looks for the causal role played by
individual free will, personal motivations, social roles, and individual
preferences. Group behaviours and psychology, or what psychologist
Ervin Staub describes as perpetrators’ psychological self-concepts and
situations that enable them to inflict harm on their victims, are central
concerns for proponents of this school.?® Known broadly as inten-
tionalism, this school of thinking considers individual agents more
important for determining social outcomes than social structures.
Hence the motivations to violence and the conditions generating
murderous intentions are central considerations of intentionalists. For
a set of violent acts or events to be considered genocidal, there must be
a demonstrable murderous intention by the perpetrator to eliminate
not just victims but also the victims’ group. It is this special criminal
intent (also referred to as dolus specialis), not merely the act of killing
or the conditional intent as constituted by act, that constitutes the
essential factor marking an atrocity as a genocide. The emphasis on
intention as the locus for determining genocide is often traced to the
concept’s legal origins and to discourses on the psychology of genocide
that informed some of the early debates about the causes of genocide.”

25 For discussions of some of the stakes in the agent—structure debate see, for example,
Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics, Addison-Wesley, 1979; David Dessler,
“What’s at Stake in the Agent-Structure Debate?” International Organization, vol. 43,
no. 3, 1989, pp. 441-73. More recently, George Ritzer and Jeffrey Stepnisky, Sociological
Theory, 9th ed., McGraw-Hill Education, 2013.

26 For studies on the microdynamics of genocide and group violence, see Ervin Staub,
The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and Other Group Violence, Cambridge UP, 1998;
James Waller, Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass Killing, 2nd
ed., Oxford UP, 2007.

27 'The disciplines of psychology and law have largely provided grounds for intention-
alist understanding of mass atrocities. See Staub, Roots of Evil. For a discussion of the
genocide concept as essentially a legal term, see, for example, William Schabas, “The Law
and Genocide,” The Oxford Handbook of Genocide Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and
A. Dirk Moses, Oxford UP, 2013, pp. 123-41. For a differing view that contests genocide
as a sociological term and emphasizes the influence of social structures on human agency,
see Martin Shaw, “Sociology and Genocide,” The Oxford Handbook of Genocide Studies,
edited by Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Moses, Oxford UP, 2013, pp. 142-62. See also
Waller’s Becoming Evil.
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For intentionalists, focusing on genocidal intent is important when
distinguishing genocide from other forms of mass murder. It is the
specific intention to commit genocide that makes genocide a different
kind of crime, or what some refer to as “the crime of crimes”.*® Specific
intent suggests that there is a requisite motive or purpose undergirding
the committal of an act. In the context of genocide, while an accused
may be guilty of committing mass murder based on their act of killing,
there has to be additional evidence of the accused person’s intent to
murder in order to eliminate permanently a victim group. In other
words, as different from general intent, the special or specific genocidal
intent requires the additional evidence of an intention to eliminate
a group. General intent suggests that one only need to intend one’s
action.”

For proponents of intentionalism, the genocidal intentions of perpe-
trators are a crucial point of focus which is believed to provide
significantly nuanced considerations of the phenomenon of genocide,
particularly in the determination of the group form that constitutes a
target victim of genocide. As noted in the previous section regarding

28 Boghossian, “The Concept of Genocide,” p. 74. See also Martin Shuster, “Philosophy
and Genocide,” The Oxford Handbook of Genocide Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and
A. Dirk Moses, Oxford UP, 2013, pp. 219-21.
29 For a discussion of specific and general intents in the context of genocide, see Kai
Ambos, “What does ‘Intent to Destroy’ in Genocide Mean?” International Review of the
Red Cross, vol. 91, no. 876, 2009, pp. 833-58. Yet, to be sure, some Lemkinian scholars
would contend that Lemkin’s view of genocidal intention differs from the UNGC’s
emphasis on special or specific intent to commit genocide. Lemkin’s notion of intent,
as Irvin-Erickson explains, implies a dolus eventualis (reasonable anticipation of one’s
action), which Lemkin conceives in terms suggestive of a juridical, as against a philo-
sophical, question implied in intentionalist thinking more generally (see Irvin-Erickson,
Raphaél Lemkin, pp. 127-29). Lemkin explains genocide as a crime that—however broad
its process—requires purposiveness and intent to exterminate target groups:
The crime of genocide involves a wide range of actions, including not only
the deprivation of life but also the prevention of life (abortions, sterilizations)
and also devices considerably endangering life and health (artificial infections,
working to death in special camps, deliberate separation from families for depop-
ulation purposes, and so forth). All these actions are subordinated to the criminal
intent to destroy or cripple permanently a human group. (Lemkin, “Genocide as
a Crime under International Law,” American Journal of International Law, vol. 41,
1947, p. 147; emphasis added)
For Lemkin, therefore, the criminal intent to destroy a human group constitutes an
important indicator not merely when appreciating the operational process of genocide but,
importantly, when treating it as a crime. As a jurist, Lemkin was essentially advocating
for the criminalization of a practice that was not new or unique but prevalent in history.

34



Genocide in Africa’s Postcolony

what some scholars considered to be the flaws in Lemkin’s and the
UNGC’s conceptualizations of human groups, some intentionalist
thinkers depend on their reading of killers” intention and motives to
offer what they believe is a more flexible understanding of groups. For
example, in his definition of genocide the Holocaust scholar Steven
Katz summarizes this strand of intentionalist understanding of the
genocide concept as any “actualization of the intent, however success-
fully carried out, to murder in its totality any national, ethnic, racial,
religious, political, social, gender or economic group, as these groups
are defined by the perpetrator, by whatever means”.* For Katz, victim
groups in a genocide should be understood in terms of how perpetrators
define their victims.

But, as Katz’s definition of genocide shows, the attention on
genocidal intent largely ends up in thrall to the agency of perpetrators
at the expense of other significant agents in the genocidal process. Why,
we may ask, should the categorical perspective of killers matter most
in our determination of genocidal outcomes? What about the perspec-
tives of victims or those designated as bystanders?*' To what extent do

30 Steven Katz, The Holocaust in Historical Context, Vol. 1, Oxford UP, 1994, p. 131.
For similar positions on genocidal intention see also Chalk and Jonassohn, History and
Sociology of Genocide; KurtJonassohn and Karin S. Bjérnson, Genocide and Gross Human
Rights Violations: In Comparative Perspective, Transaction Publishers, 1998.

31 I have used “bystander” throughout the book not to suggest merely a passive
onlooker to genocidal atrocity. Instead, I use the term to designate actors who by virtue
of their status or position as “outsiders” or those Ervin Staub calls “external bystanders”
(“Preventing Genocide: Activating Bystanders, Helping Victims, and the Creation of
Caring,” Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, vol. 2, no. 3, 1996, p. 189) to a
conflict are not primary targets of or parties to violence. The concept of bystander has
been popularized in social psychology through the work of John Darley and Bibb Latané,
who use the phrase “bystander effect” to describe a phenomenon in which individuals fail
to intervene to help victims of violence (see, for example, Darley and Latané, “Bystander
Intervention in Emergencies: Diffusion of Responsibility,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, vol. 8, 1968, pp. 377-83). In the context of genocide the word “bystander” has
been used to describe mostly political actors (but also humanitarian groups, journalists,
and missionaries) who fail to intervene to end or ameliorate mass atrocity (For scholarship
on the use of the term in the context of the Holocaust see, for example, A. Rabinbach,
“From Explosion to Erosion: Holocaust Memorialization in America since Bitburg,”
History & Memory, vol. 9, 1997, pp. 226-55; Michael Berenbaum, The World Must Know:
The History of the Holocaust as Told in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,
Little, Brown, 1993; E. T. Linenthal, Preserving Memory: The Struggle to Create America’s
Holocaust Museum, Viking, 1995; Peter Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, Mariner
Books, 2000; Ronald J. Berger, “It Ain’t Necessarily So: The Politics of Memory and the
Bystander Narrative in the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum,” Humanity and Society,
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these other agents determine the nature and outcome of destructive
social actions?*> One salient point often made by scholars and activists
in relation to genocidal outcomes is that the actions or inactions
of bystanders may significantly influence perpetrators’ actions and
thereby serve as important determinants of social action and outcome.*®
This point constitutes a major criticism of intentionalists’ focus on
perpetrator-agents: a lack of discussion of the complexities involved
in determining the nature of intention and of whether intention and
motive are separable from actions, or else arbitrary and difficult to
interpret.®*

Although intentionalist understandings of genocide did not find
sustained scholarly traction among scholars of African violence, from
the 1970s and with the emergence of military dictatorships across the
continent the figure of the dictator stood out in studies on African
political mass violence.*® Often depicted as a psychopathic and socio-

vol. 27, no. 1, February 2003, pp. 2-29). The phrase “bystanders to genocide” was used
by Samantha Power in an essay of that title and later in her book “A Problem from Hell” to
criticize the United States’ apathetic response during the 1994 genocide in Rwanda (for
a critical discussion of bystanders in the context of the Rwandan genocide see Howard
Adelman’s review article “Bystanders to Genocide in Rwanda,” The International History
Review, vol. 25, no. 2, 2003, pp. 357-74). However, in recent years, some scholars have
raised the question of whether or not the category of bystander really exists (see, for
example, Paul A. Levine, “On-Lookers,” The Oxford Handbook of Holocaust Studies, edited
by Peter Hayes and John K. Roth, Oxford UP, 2010, pp. 126-69). They argue that groups
often referred to as bystanders (governmental and especially non-governmental groups
such as journalists and humanitarian workers) generally play direct significant roles in
shaping the nature and outcome of conflicts as against merely standing by as passive
onlookers to violence.

32 Tuse “social action” loosely to refer to similar action that may be designated as group,
mass, or collective action, action carried out by social agents working to realize common
goals. In its rather Weberian suggestiveness, “social action” denotes an antipositivist
understanding of the social realm in which human actions relate to or are informed by
social structures within which such actions take place and from which they derive their
meaning. My preference for “social action” (as against mass, group, or collective action) is
because the phrase suggests much more than the action of a group of people. It is both the
action of a group of people and a consideration of such group action within the context of
a social realm; that is, the action of a group whose meaning is best appreciated only within
the social context giving rise to it.

33 See, for example, Roméo Dallaire, Shake Hands with the Devil: The Failure of
Humanity in Rwanda, Vintage, 2004; Power, “A Problem from Hell”.

34 On this point, see Shuster, “Philosophy and Genocide”; Berel Lang, Act and Idea in
the Nazi Genocide, University of Chicago Press, 1990.

35 See, for example, Achille Mbembe’s discussion of the African/Cameroonian despot
in On the Postcolony. Mbembe’s discussion of the despot is based not on an intentionalist
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pathic aggressor and a buffoon—as, say, in the figures of Uganda’s Idi
Amin or Zaire’s Mobutu Sese Seko—the African despot seems more
like the agent of irrational murderous activities.*® The African despot,
as generally conceived, exhibits symptoms of an authoritarian person-
ality as understood by Theodor Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel
Levinson, and Nevitt Sanford in their research on Nazi genocide perpe-
trators.”” This authoritarian despot embodies intense prejudice towards
certain groups. He is fascistic and anti-democratic.*® This authoritarian
configuration of the African despot has inspired distinct representa-
tions of power and violence among African writers, a body of work that
some literary critics now regard as African dictator literature, so-named
after the Latin-American dictator genre.”

According to the standard account, supporting this despotic
character is a mass of followers with a tremendous propensity to obey.
Obedience to authority, as Stanley Milgram claims in his study of
the same title, could be a product of altered cognition.*® This altered

but rather on what I consider to be a post-structural explanation of the conditions of
despotism.

36 For a discussion of the multiple perspectives and roles of dictators and dictatorships
across the world see Natasha M. Ezrow and Erica Frantz, Dictators and Dictatorships:
Understanding Authoritarian Regimes and Their Leaders, Continuum, 2011. See also
Martin Meredith’s 2005 study of the political history of several African regimes in The
State of Africa.

37 See Theodor Adorno et al., The Authoritarian Personality, Harper, 1950.

38 This focus on dictatorial regimes also undermines an important observation
made by Michael Mann about the democratic character of genocides across the world.
Mann’s thesis is that modern genocides and ethnic cleansings have mostly resulted from
democratic conditions in which the majority tyrannize the minority. See Mann, The Dark
Side of Democracy, Cambridge UP, 2013.

39 See, for example, Robert Spencer, “Ngtgi wa Thiong’o and the African Dictator
Novel,” The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, vol. 47, no. 2, 2012, pp. 145-58; Michael
K. Walonen, “Power, Patriarchy, and Postcolonial Nationalism in the African Dictator
Novel,” Journal of the African Literature Association, vol. 6, no. 1, 2011, pp. 104-17. Some of
the popular books in this emergent category of African dictator literature include Malian
novelist Yambo Ouologuem’s novel Le Devoir de violence (1968; translated into English as
Bound to Violence in 1971), Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe’s novel Anthills of the Savannah
(1987), Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka’s play, A Play of Giants (1984), Kenyan writer Ngiigi
wa Thiong’o’s Wizard of the Crow (2006), and Somalian novelist Nurrudin Farah’s dicta-
torship trilogy: Variations on the Theme of an African Dictatorship— Sweet and Sour Milk
(1979), Sardines (1981), and Close Sesame (1983).

40 See Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authority: A Case Study of Controversy in the Social
Sciences, Praeger, 1989. For a critical reading of Milgram’s “Obedience to Authority”
hypothesis see Thomas Blass, ed., Obedience to Authority: Current Perspectives on the
Milgram Paradigm, Lawrence Erlbaum, 2000; see also Waller, Becoming Evil, pp. 107-27.
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cognitive state, which Milgram called the agentic state, emerges from
within the context of a strictly hierarchical setup where “one is in a
state of openness to regulation by an authority”.* In this state, moral
responsibility is held hostage to authority, shielding local agents (that
is, perpetrators) from taking personal moral responsibility for their
actions. In the agentic state, individual conscience is substituted by the
conscience of authority.

In the context of genocides and mass atrocities, the assumption
is that, to determine the cause and outcome of social action against
targeted groups, we have to look at the figure, intentions, and choices
of the despot and the ways that the despot authorized actions to be
conducted in its name. A problem with this focus, for some critics, is
that genocidal intent and motives are sought in the intentions, actions,
and motivations of a certain kind of perpetrator—the administrator,
architect, or mastermind of genocide**—precluding from consideration
such actors as executioners and foot-soldiers who generally constitute
the larger population of perpetrators. The attention on administrators
or authoritarian figures of genocide gives the impression that the dolus
specialis of genocide can be attributable only to directors of genocides
and not to those who actually carry genocides out. In other words, the
supposition is that, if in the agentic state those under authority lack the
agency and responsibility of autonomous judgement, then we have to
seek responsibility for social action in the wielders of authority.

A legal consequence of excluding so-called “ordinary” perpetrators
of genocide from considerations of genocidal intent is that the largest
population of killers in a genocide is exempted from prosecution for the
crime of genocide, a situation that also fails to account for the motiva-
tions of functionaries and how such motivations shaped their operational
dispositions and conduct in the course of a genocide.* The absurdity

41 Waller, Becoming Evil, p. 114.

42 Inrecentyears, scholarly focus has shifted significantly to so-called ordinary peoples,
who constitute the majority of killers during genocides. See, for example, in the context
of Rwanda, Jean Hatzfeld’s study on genocide perpetrators in Rwanda, Une saison de
machettes (2003; translated by Linda Coverdale into English as Machete Season: The
Killers in Rwanda Speak [Picador, 2005]). Before Machete Season, Hatzfeld published
a study focusing on Tutsi survivors of the Rwandan Genocide called Dans le nu de la
vie (2000; translated by Linda Coverdale into English as Life Laid Bare [Other Press,
2007)).

43 See Ambos, “What does ‘Intent to Destroy’ in Genocide Mean?” The point here
is not that ordinary or common perpetrators of genocides go scot-free. Frequently, as
was the case in Rwanda, they are prosecuted for other genocide-related offences, such
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created by the focus on the dolus specialis of those in positions of authority
is what leads Kai Ambos to propose a legal revision of genocidal intent
in a way that accounts for and holds ordinary perpetrators responsible
for genocide.** He suggests reconceptualizing genocidal intent to include
a dolus eventualis—that is, conditional intent by which perpetrators can
be held culpable for murderous acts the group-destructive outcomes of
which they are reasonably expected to foresee.

Notwithstanding this proposal for reconsidering genocidal intent,
the general emphasis on intent, whether focused specifically on
planners or expanded to accommodate a broader spectrum of killers,
seems to focus essentially on the psychopathology of perpetrators: their
personalities, motivations, and general rationale for committing mass
murder. To be sure, this focus may usefully call attention to the psycho-
logical conditions that radicalize a group and persuade its members to
murder members of another group. It might also highlight the condi-
tions that sponsored psychological constructions of otherness generally
considered implicit in genocides. Yet it perpetuates an impression of
perpetrators’ abnormality, frequently resulting in characterizations of
genocide as an “extraordinary evil” doable only in special mental condi-
tions of insanity, abnormality, and irrationality.* As may have already

as crimes against humanity, or for minor offences depending on the nature of their
participation in genocide. In Rwanda, the institution of the Gacaca court system led
to the prosecution of ordinary people who participated in murders and other criminal
behaviours during the genocide. These perpetrators were handed lesser sentences
compared with those in authority during the 1994 genocide of the Tutsi. For a compre-
hensive study of the Gacaca court prosecution of genocide perpetrators in Rwanda see,
for example, Paul Christoph Bornkamm, Rwanda’s Gacaca Courts: Between Retribution
and Reparation, Oxford UP, 2012.

44 There are some other intentionalist thinkers who emphasize looking at genocidal
intent beyond individual agents. Such thinkers locate genocidal intent even in social
systems and consciousnesses. See, for example, Charny, “Toward a Generic Definition
of Genocide”; Ward Churchill, A Little Matter of Genocide: Holocaust and Denial in
the Americas, 1492 to the Present, City Lights, 1998; Michael W. Reisman and Charles
H. Norchi, “Genocide and the Soviet Occupation of Afghanistan,” ISG Newsletter,
vol. 1, no. 1, 1988, pp. 4-6; Arlette El-Kaim-Sartre and Jean-Paul Sartre, On Genocide,
Beacon Press, 1968; Henry Huttenback, “Locating the Holocaust on the Genocide
Spectrum,” Holocaust and Genocide Studies, vol. 3, no. 3, 1988, pp. 289-304; John L.
Thompson and Gail A. Quets, Redefining the Moral Order: Towards a Normative Theory of
Genocide, Colombia UP, 1987; Tony Barta, “Relations of Genocide: Land and Lives in the
Colonization of Australia,” Genocide and the Modern Age: Etiology and Case Studies of Mass
Death, edited by I. Wallimann and M. N. Dobkowski, Greenwood, 1987, pp. 237-52.

4S5 For an insightful discussion of nuances and the implications of focusing on the
psychopathology of perpetrators see, for example, Waller, Becoming Evil, pp. 59-134. See
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been guessed, these assumptions about genocide from the standpoint
of intentionalism present even bigger challenges for thinking about
genocides in Africa, considering the often racist and stereotypical
charges accompanying African discourses.

Rejecting the major assumptions of genocidal intent, some of
which gave the impression that genocide is an extraordinary event
perpetrated by abnormal people, several other critics offered alter-
native explanations to account for why and how genocides happen. In
what became generally known as the structural (also called formalist,
objectivist, or functionalist) model, proponents emphasized what they
considered to be the broader social and organizational preconditions
for genocide.* Structuralist approaches emphasize the macrodynamics
of social outcomes. According to the structural model, genocide is
neither reducible to the intentions of its perpetrators nor is it the acts of
irrational people. Rather, we have to understand genocide as the work
of normal people aided by circumstances that rationalize and normalize
their mass destruction of other groups. Structuralists generally trace
genocidal causes back to the conditions of war, modernity, and civili-
zation, and the attendant genocidal rationalities and bureaucratic
systems that these conditions enable in the process of their emergence.*’
In answer to the question of the cause of social action and outcome,
structuralists insist on the importance of social organizations and
ideologies over individual agents.

One important distinction between intentionalists and structur-
alists** is that, whereas the former treat every case of genocide as
intended and deliberately organized (and so view the absence of
genocidal intent as signalling something other than an occurrence of

also Adorno et al., The Authoritarian Personality; Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men:
Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland, Harper Collins, 1992; Staub,
Roots of Evil; John M. Steiner, “The SS Yesterday and Today: A Sociopsychological View,”
Survivors, Victims, and Perpetrators: Essays on the Nazi Holocaust, edited by J. E. Dimsdale,
Hemisphere, 1980, pp. 359-403; Bob Altemeyer, Right-Wing Authoritarianism, University
of Manitoba Press, 1981.

46 See Powell, Barbaric Civilization; Shaw, What Is Genocide?

47 A representative study is Zygmunt Bauman’s 1989 book Modernity and the Holocaust
(Cornell UP, 2000). See also Powell, Barbaric Civilization; Shaw, What Is Genocide?

48 Note that frequently the difference between intentionalists and structuralists is only
a matter of the degree of emphasis each critic places on how to determine the cause of
genocide. Some structuralist thinkers would not dismiss the place of intent entirely, but
may tend to emphasize its marginal rather than central place in the genocidal process. See
Powell, Barbaric Civilization; Shaw, What Is Genocide? See also Jens Meierhenrich, ed.,
Genocide: A Reader, Oxford UP, 2014, pp. 3-55.
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genocide), the latter (when not challenging the possibilities of agential
intention) would argue that genocides often result from intended and
unintended causes. While genocides in the literal sense of “group
destruction” do occur because of the deliberate and intended activ-
ities of perpetrators, structuralists would argue that, given certain
other considerations, genocides could happen even when the intent
of individual perpetrators is not to destroy another group per se. For
example, the activities of European colonial missionaries around the
world have been seen by some scholars as destructive, even though,
as some may argue, the intention of some missionaries might not have
been to destroy groups.*

For structuralists, therefore, what is more important for deter-
mining genocide is not intention but the broader social processes
that collectively legitimate group destruction, making it possible for
ordinary people to become perpetrators. The structuralist view aims to
explain how social structures and norms contribute to the destruction
of groups. For example, in dealing with the question of how so-called
“ordinary” and “civilized” people in Nazi Germany could perpetrate
genocide, structuralists might rather focus on how social systems such
as modern Western bureaucracies and the logics and ideologies of civili-
zation and modernity, when coupled with prevailing and longstanding
antisemitism and other prejudices, gave rise to conditions that justified
and normalized the mass murder of the Nazis’ victims. They would
generally look to modes of political organization, such as totalitarianism
and democracies, and modern social conditions, with the attendant
bureaucratized institutions, scientific rationality, racism, eugenicist
ideologies and the nation-state systems.** Intentions are not easily,

49 The assumption more generally is that genocides need not exhibit clear exterminatory
intentions before acts of group destruction are considered genocides. For insightful studies
on systems approaches that highlight different micro-, macro- and meso-levels that might
institute genocide see Woolford et al., Colonial Genocide; Moses and Stone, Colonialism
and Genocide. See also Andrew Woolford, The Benevolent Experiment: Indigenous Boarding
Schools, Genocide, and Redress in Canada and the United States, University of Manitoba
Press, 201S.

50 See, for example, Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of
Evil, Viking Press, 1963; Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust; Alex Alvarez, Governments,
Citizens and Genocide: A Comparative and Interdisciplinary Approach, Indiana UP, 2001;
Mark Levene, Genocide in the Age of the Nation-State: The Meaning of Genocide, Vol. 1,1. B.
Tauris, 2008; Genocide in the Age of the Nation-State: The Rise of the West and the Coming
of Genocide, Vol. 2, I. B. Tauris, 2013; Walter D. Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western
Modernity; Waller, Becoming Evil; Powell, Barbaric Civilization; Mann, The Dark Side of
Democracy.
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if ever, measurable. The variance in intent evident in an action, over
the course of which intentions may evolve or change, poses additional
challenges for those intentionalists seeking to explain occurrences
of genocide. As a result of these and other challenges, structuralists
prefer to view genocide not as the work specifically of authoritarian
sociopaths and psychopaths intent on eliminating targeted groups, but
rather as a more general phenomenon that could potentially result from
the convergence of immoral ideologies and nationalisms, the nature of
political and governing structures of society, and similar social condi-
tions that are conducive to group destruction.

However, according to the structuralist explanation of why and
how genocides happen, an account of individual intent or of how
perpetrators come to internalize and normalize dangerous ideologies
that numb their moral intuitions and recognition of the Other’s
humanity is reduced to a chain of structural conditions. This makes
structuralists more invested in the structure than in the intimate and
performative dimensions of genocide.*' Structuralist approaches have
also been criticized for their de-emphasis of the experiential dimen-
sions of genocide® and for their rather deterministic appreciation of
what they regard as destructive social systems and structures. The flux
and contingencies generally observed in specific instances of genocide
are not easily accounted for by excluding the subjective aspects of
individual agents.

While structuralist insights offer useful ways of looking at how the
nature of society—its politics and its ideological structures—could
together produce genocides, they also seem to suggest that without
these structures genocides might not happen. However, we should
ask the questions: were modern bureaucracy, racism, and scientific
rationality the enablers of Nazi Germany’s genocide of Jews and other
targeted victim groups? Have genocides not happened in contexts
lacking the kinds of modern systems of organization and institution
often blamed for genocidal violence? Didn’t so-called pre-modern social
and ethical systems—marked by deeper investments in pre-modern
ideologies such as religion, nationalism, civic pride, and so on—also
produce genocides?** How do we explain that similar social structures

51 See Powell, Barbaric Civilization, p. 38.

52 See, for example, A. Dirk Moses, “Conceptual Blockages and Definitional Dilemmas
in the ‘Racial Century’: Genocides of Indigenous Peoples and the Holocaust,” Colonialism
and Genocide, edited by A. Dirk Moses and Dan Stone, Routledge, 2007, pp. 148-80.

53 Several scholars have called attention to how genocide is far from being a
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produce genocide in one place but not in another location, even when
both are broadly structurally the same? Perhaps most significantly, do
we not risk exculpating agents from responsibility for their murderous
actions by emphasizing social structures and systems as the primary
causes of genocidal evil?

To remedy the limitations of the agent-structure debate scholars
are now turning to a kind of multi-level analysis that in the social
sciences is generally referred to as a meso-level explanation of social
actions and outcomes. This middle-ground approach combines condi-
tions in the micro-macro levels to explain how and why genocides
happen. A psychopathological interpretation of killers cannot in itself
explain convincingly why and how genocides happen. Traits such as
prejudice, psychological constructions of otherness, and stereotyping
may be constant among group relations, but the reality of genocide
is not constant and genocide does not always result in individuals
manifesting these prejudicial traits.’* Similarly, structural conditions
cannot account convincingly for why and how genocides happen
“[b]ecause large processes such as modernization, state-building, and
democratization are typically slow-moving [and] understanding their
logic does not always contribute to knowledge about individual and
collective decision making in times of genocide”.>* In other words, the
incentives of large-scale social change or the motivations behind war
and mass conflict do not by themselves explain why ordinary people
murder others in peculiarly pernicious ways. Accordingly, it becomes
important to understand how structures combine with desires and
ideologies within specific contexts to produce genocide.

The meso-level approach aspires to create a middle ground between
the micro and macro levels characteristic of earlier ways of analyzing
genocide. This approach is fundamentally relational. Rather than

specifically modern phenomenon. While Samuel Totten and William S. Parsons “named”
the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries as the “centuries of genocide”,
genocides have been prevalentin so-called pre-modern times; indeed, several scholars have
called attention to how genocide is far from being a specifically modern phenomenon. See
Totten and Parsons, editors, Century of Genocide: Critical Essays and Eyewitness Accounts,
Routledge, 2009. See also Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Moses, editors, The Oxford
Handbook of Genocide Studies, Oxford UP, 2013; Dan Stone, editor, The Historiography
of Genocide, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010; Levene, Genocide in the Age of the Nation-State,
Vols I and II.

54 See Scott Straus, “Second-Generation Comparative Research on Genocide,” World
Politics, vol. 59, no. 3, 2007, pp. 476-501; see also Meierhenrich, Genocide, pp. 12-13.

55 Meierhenrich, Genocide, p. 13.
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creating a dichotomy between agents and structures, the meso-level
approach seeks to show how these categories relate and make sense in
their particular and immediate contexts. The value of this approach is
that it allows an understanding of genocidal outcomes to emerge from
multiple considerations.*® These multiple considerations call attention
to what sociologist Andrew Woolford has described as “the mesh”*
or dynamic network, of relations, conditions, temporalities, changes,
resistances, and complexities propelling and legitimating social action.
This approach treats genocide as a process in which individuals perpe-
trate genocides as a result of their relation to the prevailing conditions
of their society, their relation to other individuals, and their relation to
the steady and constant processes of social and individual becoming
and unbecoming.

Yet, like the agent—structure problems described above, the meso-
level approach is concerned with the question of the causes and
effects of genocidal actions and outcomes. It answers this question by
treating agents and structures as mutually constituted and mutually
inclusive categories. As mutually constituted and inclusive categories
for considering genocides, we have to understand social outcomes as an
interactional process between agents and structure within specific and
unique temporal and spatial contexts. Agents and structures are not
fixed and constant. Nor are they stable categories. They must be under-
stood as fluid and complex, as well as real and material. Additionally,
the determination of outcome cannot be fixed. Outcomes relate to
specific temporal situations and to specific modes of consciousness.
For example, we may argue that the outcome of decades of structural
processes and individual actions in Rwanda is the 1994 genocide.
The suggestiveness of an outcome, nonetheless, implies definitiveness
of an event in ways that fail to appreciate how what is called an

56 Representative applications of this approach to studies of genocide include Donald
Bloxham, The Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism, Nationalism, and the Destruction of
the Ottoman Armenians, Oxford UP, 2005; Scott Straus, The Order of Genocide: Race,
Power, and War in Rwanda, Cornell UP, 2006; Ben Kiernan, Blood and Soil: A World
History of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to Darfur, Yale UP, 2007; Powell,
Barbaric Civilization; Andrew Woolford, “Discipline, Territory, and the Colonial Mesh:
Indigenous Boarding Schools in the United States and Canada,” Colonial Genocide in
Indigenous North America, edited by Andrew Woolford, Jeff Benvenuto, and Alexander L.
Hinton, Duke UP, 2014, pp. 29-48.

57 Woolford uses the notion of the mesh to explain colonialism as a network of complex
and processual relations and activities that are not reducible to a single formulation or
frame of understanding. See Woolford, “Discipline, Territory, and the Colonial Mesh.”
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outcome relates to perhaps broader ongoing activities. For example,
many scholars have called attention to how the civil war and genocide
in Rwanda spiralled into and fuelled even bigger catastrophes in the
Great Lakes region in Africa, catastrophes that consumed many more
millions of people and caused immense instability and ruptures in
relationships that have continued to endure.*®

Some of the methodological cleavages surrounding questions of
genocidal agency and structure are important to consider when dealing
with genocide in postcolonial Africa. This is because each writer and
scholar entering the domain of mass atrocity representations in and
about postcolonial Africa has invariably had to grapple with the agent—
structure question. Each writer’s ways of imagining, representing,
answering, or dealing with this question shape their general outlook on
the subject of genocide and mass atrocity in Africa in ways discussed in
a later section of this chapter.

Genocide in Africa’s Postcolony

For many scholars grappling with genocides and mass atrocities in
Africa’s postcolony, a dominant inclination has been to seek links
between European colonialism and postcolonial violence. It has
become widely accepted in scholarly and other circles that European
civilization was founded on an ideology that normalized and ration-
alized the colonization of Others. That this (racist and imperialist)
ideology sanctioned violence and was destructive to colonized peoples
has become in recent times generally uncontested (at least, overtly).
The question for consideration has focused, rather, on how the history
of Europe’s colonial project in Africa has continued to shape and
determine violence in Africa’s postcolony. In other words: to what
extent do the agency and structure of postcolonial violence directly
relate to or derive from the history and legacies of colonialism? The
dominant response to this question by many African scholars has been

58 See, for example, Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers; Kenneth W. Harrow,
“‘Ancient Tribal Warfare Foundational Fantasies and Ethnicity History,” Research in
African Literatures, vol. 36, no. 2, 2005, pp. 34-45; Maurice T. Vambe and Abebe Zegeye,
“Racializing Ethnicity and Ethnicizing Racism: Rethinking the Epistemic Conditions of
Genocide in Africa,” Social Identities, vol. 14, no. 6, 2008, pp. 775-93; Filip Reyntjens,
“Rwanda, Ten Years on: From Genocide to Dictatorship,” The Political Economy of the
Great Lakes Region of Africa: The Pitfalls of Enforced Democracy and Globalisation, edited
by S. Marysse and F. Reyntjens, Macmillan Palgrave, 2005, pp. 15-47.
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that genocides and mass atrocities occurring in Africa’s postcolony
are largely the direct products and legacies of European colonization.

Understanding this claim requires us to understand the colonial as
implicitly and intrinsically genocidal.*” This understanding is believed
to hold the promise of explaining the nature of violent structures
and agencies arising from the colonial experience and constituting
a significant basis of genocides in the postcolony. The assumption is
that, to understand genocide in Africa’s postcolony, we should seek a
better appreciation of the nature of colonialism and the rationality that
instigated it.

This way of thinking about genocides in the postcolony is for
the most part indebted to a structuralist view of violent outcomes
occurring on the continent. In part, it is also a dismissal of certain
scholarly attempts to separate what some believe to be the ideal form
and promise of European civilization or modernity from its supposedly
deviant colonial excesses.®® In such scholarly attempts at separation,
European civilization and modernity are construed as embodying “the
ideals of universal reason™ that are not entirely despicable, but that,
when misused, misunderstood, or exploited, license the kinds of contra-
diction that engender genocides.®> This pattern of thinking tries to
separate the real from its ideal, as if such a separation, as the philosopher
Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze observes in his edited anthology African
Philosophy,”® is ever possible, as the ideal is already implicated in the
historical realities that constituted it.

In recent years, genocide studies scholars have begun discovering or
rediscovering the vexed links between colonialism and genocide. The

59 For example, noting Raphael Lemkin’s original conception of genocide, Dirk Moses
has argued in the context of Australian settler colonialism that genocide should be seen
as “intrinsically colonial” (see A. Dirk Moses, “Genocide and Settler Society in Australian
History,” Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in
Australian History, edited by A. Dirk Moses, Berghahn, 2004, pp. 3-48). For more on
recent scholarly discussions of the linkages between colonialism and genocide see also
the contributions in the edited collection by Moses and Stone, Colonialism and Genocide.
60 See, for example, Abiola F. Irele, “Contemporary Thought in French Speaking
Africa,” African Philosophy: Selected Readings, edited by Albert Moseley, Prentice Hall,
1995, pp. 263-300. Irele believes that, while colonialism was a destructive phenomenon,
it embodied certain positive ideals that must not be ignored.

61 Irele, “Contemporary Thought,” p. 296.

62 For a criticism of this way of describing European civilization see, for example,
Powell, Barbaric Civilization.

63 Eze, “Western Philosophy and African Colonialism,” African Philosophy: An
Anthology, edited by Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, Blackwell, 1998, p. 218.
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goal of their inquiries seems to be to use such connections to broaden
our understanding of genocide and colonialism as mutually inclusive
categories.®* In a number of these recent studies, however, the approach
has been to focus on instances of group destruction (whether physical,
biological, or cultural) within a colonial system. This approach leaves
the impression that only in instances of certain forms of physical and
cultural harms can we construe colonialism as genocide. For example,
in an edited collection by A. Dirk Moses and Dan Stone entitled
Colonialism and Genocide, most of the contributions focus on cases
of colonists’ massacres, so as to describe certain colonial activities as
genocide. For some of these studies, genocide has to be seen as one of
the patterns of violence deployed under the colonial system. This kind
of violence frequently manifested in attempts to physically destroy
colonized groups, such as indigenous Tasmanians® or Namibia’s Herero
and Nama peoples,® and the range of biological and cultural abuses of
colonized peoples in settler colonies. In this consideration of coloni-
alism and genocide such phrases as “colonial genocide” and “cultural
genocide” have become convenient terms for describing colonialism as
constituting patterns of violence that could be regarded as genocidal.
Even when scholars such as Moses argue that Raphael Lemkin’s original
conception of genocide suggests that “genocide is intrinsically colonial”,"’
the trend has still been to treat colonialism and genocide as two separate

64 See Moses and Stone, Colonialism and Genocide; A. Dirk Moses, ed., Genocide and
Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History,
Berghahn Books, 2004; Woolford et al., Colonial Genocide in Indigenous North America;
Jurgen Zimmerer, “Colonial Genocide: The Herero and Nama War (1904-8) in German
South West Africa and Its Significance,” The Historiography of Genocide, edited by Dan
Stone, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 323-43.

65 See Ann Curthoys, “Raphael Lemkin’s ‘Tasmania An Introduction,” Colonialism
and Genocide, edited by A. Dirk Moses and Dan Stone, Routledge, 2007, pp. 66-73. See
also Sven Lindqvist, The Dead Do Not Arise: “Exterminate All the Brutes” and Terra Nullius,
The New Press, 2014.

66 See Zimmerer, “Colonial Genocide.”

67 Moses, Genocide and Settler Society, p. 27; emphasis in original. One can invert
Moses’s phrase and ask to what extent we can consider colonialism as intrinsically
genocidal. Contra scholars such as Helen Fein, who argued that to treat both terms as one
and the same thing would lead to a misuse of terms or a “rhetorical abuse” and “semantic
stretch” that trivializes and offers little analytically for explaining the phenomena of
genocide and colonization (see Fein, “Genocide, Terror, Life Integrity and War Crimes:
The Case for Discrimination,” Genocide: Conceptual and Historical Dimensions, edited
by George J. Andreopoulos, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994, p. 96), I think that
we stand to learn more, in fact, when we think about colonialism as genocide—in other
words, as an intrinsically destructive exterminatory process.
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phenomena: the former constitutive of good and evil; the latter an evil
element that may be found subsumed and only occasionally active
within the former.

This view of genocide as an occasional occurrence within the
colonial system runs counter to the view of some anticolonial thinkers,
such as Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon, who were writing in the 1950s
and 1960s. For instance, Césaire, writing in Discourse on Colonialism,
sees no difference between colonialism and genocide, and in fact
describes Hitler’s Nazi genocides in Europe as the colonial norm:

People are surprised, they become indignant. They say: “How
strange! But never mind it’s Nazism, it will pass!” And they wait,
and they hope; and they hide the truth from themselves, that it
is barbarism, the supreme barbarism, the crowning barbarism
that sums up all the daily barbarisms; that it is Nazism, yes, but
that before they were its victims, they were its accomplices; that
they tolerated that Nazism before it was inflicted on them, that
they absolved it, shut their eyes to it, legitimized it, because, until
then, it had been applied only to non-European peoples; that
they have cultivated that Nazism, that they are responsible for it,
and that before engulfing the whole edifice of Western, Christian
civilization in its reddened waters, it oozes, seeps, and trickles
from every crack.®®

For Césaire, as well as other influential anticolonial thinkers such as
Frantz Fanon, European colonialism embodies the ideology of Western
civilization and, through its practice, the West legitimized its savagery
and justified its abuse and extermination of other peoples. European
colonialism, as Fanon puts it, is founded on the logic of “a Manichaean
world”.® This Manichaean world is a racist system that dehumanizes
the colonized and casts them as irredeemably evil. Viewed through
such a racist lens as ontologically evil and pitched into a perpetual
conflict with the forces of good (the colonizer), the colonized invariably
becomes the object of exterminatory violence.

Some thinkers on postcolonial violence in Africa build on this
understanding of colonialism as implicitly genocidal. Their assumption

68 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 1972, translated by Joan Pinkham, Monthly
Review Press, 2000, p. 36.
69 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, translated by Constance Farrington,
Penguin, 2001, pp. 31-32.
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is that there is a rationale or an “epistemic condition” that is impelling

genocides in Africa’s postcolony and has to be seen as the direct legacy
of colonialism. This legacy is founded on what Achille Mbembe has
described as colonial rationality.” This colonial rationality, which is
governed by necropower, is responsible for settling the nature of
subjects and subjection constituted under European colonization.”> By
“subjects” in this case I mean those living under the rule and governance
of the colonial sovereign.

To understand this colonial rationality, according to Mbembe, its
necropolitical commandement (governing order) and its operations, we
have to underscore the notion of right that it establishes: the right to
own, to appropriate, to occupy “native” territories; the right of conquest,
the notion of protectorates or the right to “protect” colonized property
or contract out occupied territories to companies and agents given the
responsibility to “develop” it on behalf of the colonial sovereign. For
Mbembe, these rights coalesce around at least three forms of violence:
founding violence; violence used to legitimate founding violence; and
violence that authorizes and makes permanent the exercise of violence.

The founding violence of colonialism is the violence of rights over
the racialized Other categorized pejoratively in colonial vocabulary
as “the native”. This violence presupposes its own legitimacy, in that
it derives from the right of conquest. Through conquest the colonist
establishes the space of his rule by exception by introducing his own
supreme, unconditional laws—“the supreme denial of rights” to the
conquered.”” Mbembe elaborates this process further: having founded
his right to occupy using violence, the colonist sets out to legitimate
this right. To carry out this legitimation, he creates imaginaries and
languages that normalize his violent mission. In these legitimating

70 Eze, “Epistemic Conditions,” pp. 115-29.

71 Mbembe, On the Postcolony, pp. 24-58. Mbembe also elaborates on this violent
order in his book Necropolitics (translated by Steven Corcoran, Duke UP, 2019). On
other discussions of colonial rationality as violent rationality see, for example, Nelson
Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being: Contributions to the Development of a
Concept,” Cultural Studies, vol. 21, nos 2-3, 2007, pp. 240-70.

72 Necropower is the name Mbembe calls the exercise or practice of necropolitics, a
term he uses to describe the ways that politics works or functions in the determination
over who lives and who dies. This type of power, according to Mbembe, is governed
essentially by racism. Its operational logic is addressed to “the generalized instrumentali-
zation of human existence and the material destruction of human bodies and populations” (see
Mbembe, Necropolitics, p. 68; emphasis in original).

73 Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 25.
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imaginaries and languages there is no distinction made between ruling,
civilizing, colonizing, killing, and enslaving. This violent situation is
the condition of absolute subjection: that is, a condition in which the
colonial sovereign decides what constitutes common sense, claiming
for himself the right to make meaning, thus transforming the colonial
subject into the property of the sovereign—the object of power. To
make permanent by way of maintaining this imaginary of absolute
subjection to the colonial commandement, a third violence has to be
regularly performed through punitive “wars” and pogroms until catas-
trophes become banal, “constituting the central cultural imaginary that
the [colonial] state shared with society [colonized subjects], and thus
ha[ving] an authenticating and reiterating function”.”*

These patterns of violence, according to Mbembe, combine to
act both as authority and morality, thus eliminating “the distinction
between ends and means” and establishing what constitutes right and
wrong. As a result, the colonized remains in a perpetual condition of
wrongfulness, and whatever is done to him constitutes a right. The
colonial state uses naked force as it wills or acts to destroy or recycle
social forms. In the colonial state, as Mbembe puts it, “[t]he lack of
justice of the means, and the lack of legitimacy of the ends, conspired
to allow an arbitrariness and intrinsic unconditionality””® that charac-
terizes the supreme sovereignty of colonialism. One manifestation of
this arbitrariness is that in the exercise of its supreme will colonial power
could conscript any colonized subject to satisfy its absolute desire to
create, manipulate, or destroy. This kind of colonial rationality is what,
for Mbembe, is reappropriated in the postcolony: “This reappropriation
was not merely institutional; it also occurred in material spheres and in
the sphere of the imaginary.””

To elaborate further on the notion of postcolonial genocide as
derivative of a kind of rationality, Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze argues
that there are “epistemic conditions of genocide”.”” These epistemic
conditions are not to be understood as a single factor or phenomenon of
violence. Rather, they encapsulate exterminatory ideologies operating
on an Us/Them binary, as well as several other social, cultural, political,
and historical conditions. By “epistemic”, Eze means the “mental and
historical forms in which we know things”, which inform how we come

74 On the Postcolony, p. 25.
75 On the Postcolony, p. 26.
76  On the Postcolony, p. 40.
77 Eze, “Epistemic Conditions,” pp. 115-29.
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to rationalize and justify our actions and inactions.”® This “episte-
mology of genocide” is a matter of rationality, a kind of rationale
underpinning violent mass action in the postcolony. For Eze, the
question to ask, then, is: “[a]re there systems of thought that could be
said to constitute either necessary or sufficient conditions for genocidal
act?”” Closely following this question is the agent—structure question:
what is the connection between thought and action? For Eze, the link
between action and thought can be found in the historical conditions
within which we come to think and behave as rational beings. Genocide
becomes possible, according to this view, simply because we can think.
Genocide is thus to be understood as a practice, which, like most other
kinds of collective action, is guided by a rationale, or colonial rationality
a la Mbembe.*°

One possible objection to the notion of genocide as propelled by
rationality may result in the following question: if rationality can propel
and constrain action, could we not also consider irrationality—taken
in a common sense to mean insanity or madness—to propel collective
actions such as genocide? Put differently, could not some kind of group
or collective madness, resulting, say, from a breakdown of law and
social cohesion, be held accountable for genocides? This cannot be for
Eze, since the preconditions of genocidal outcomes are collective and
systematic action, organization, purposiveness, and a commitment to
this murderous purpose. In addition, according to Eze, as there are no
historical examples of genocides resulting from collective madness per
se, we have to look instead towards what Norman Cohn has described
as the “ideological warrants™' driving murderous social action. Such
ideological warrants explain why killers deny or continue to justify

78 “Epistemic Conditions,” p. 128.

79 “Epistemic Conditions,” p. 118.

80 For varied and incisive discussions of genocide as a rational practice, see the
contributions in John K. Roth, ed., Genocide and Human Rights: A Philosophical Guide,
Palgrave Macmillan, 200S. See also Karla Poewe, The Namibian Herero: A History of their
Psychological Disintegration and Survival, Edwin Mellen, 1985; Samuel Totten, William S.
Parsons, and Israel W. Charny, eds, Genocide in the Twentieth Century: Critical Essays and
Eyewitness Accounts, Garland, 1995; Alexander Laban Hinton, ed., Annihilating Difference:
The Anthropology of Genocide, University of California Press, 2002.

81 See Norman Cohn, Warrant for Genocide: The Myth of the Jewish World-Conspiracy
and the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, Harper and Row, 1967. In this book Cohn explores
the historical processes and nature of the circulation of Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a
document purporting to describe a Jewish conspiracy to control the world. Cohn suggests
that the forged Protocols provided ideological grounds for anti-Semitism in Europe and
was popular in the Third Reich.

S1



The Postcolonial African Genocide Novel

their murderous actions before, during, and after genocides. For Eze, as
well as Mbembe, social action embodies an authorizing rationale. Our
task should, therefore, be to underscore the nature of this rationale and
its operational forms.

Similarly, following insights derived from Fanon, Mahmood
Mamdani claims that the question of how to make sense of genocides
occurring among formerly colonized peoples requires us to consider
these genocides as in some sense continuing and extending the
conditions characteristic of European colonialism. These colonial
conditions derive largely from the racialization of colonized groups
by the colonist. This racialization is a complex process that extends
beyond the binary of colonizer—colonized categories. This racialization
of colonized groups enabled the colonial system to appoint among
the colonized delegates responsible for helping with the business of
governing. These delegates—often racialized as non-natives, albeit
still colonized—occupied “a contradictory middle ground between
settler citizens [Europeans] and nativized [colonial] subjects”.®? In
addition, according to Mamdani, implicit in this colonial racialization
is a politicization of group identities along the lines of autochthonous
natives and nativized aliens. The colonizer described the former group
as true native and the latter as migrant-settlers from places assumed to
share affinities with Europeans, at least in the context of Rwanda. This
racialization and politicization of group identities among colonized
groups culminated in a struggle between those categorized as native
and settler.

Mamdani claims that the operational genocidal impulse of the
colonial system is twofold: it consists of (1) the colonizer’s elimina-
tionist violence directed against the native; and (2) the counter-violence
of the colonized, intended to root out the violent colonizer. In this
latter impulse, Mamdani notes, the colonized saw the colonizer’s
violence as despicable, and thus imagined his or her own violent
resistance against colonialism as redemptive, justifiable, democratic,
decolonizing, and an affirmation of denied humanity.** In the exercise
of this impulse to eliminate the settler, explains Mamdani, based
on his study of Rwanda, the native turned also on other colonized
groups designated as settlers. The struggle against colonialism led the
“native”—a term that in the colonial lexicon represents a pejorative
designation for those lacking in rationality and so endowed by nature

82 Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers, p. 16.
83 When Victims Become Killers, pp. 9-10.
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with the base instincts of animals—to translate his or her “nativity”
into a positive moral weapon against the colonizer and those perceived
as the colonizer’s delegates. Following this reconceptualization of
nativism, the “native” perceives him/herself as the defender of the
land, an autochthone whose very existence depends on the annihi-
lation of the threatening outsider.

The native’s genocide, for Mamdani, is at first clothed in (and
legitimated by) the logic of nationalism (in whichever way the nation is
defined) and it finds expression in an inclination to root out the threat-
ening alien who constitutes a problem for the integrity of the native’s
nation. The crime of colonialism in Africa, according to Mamdani,
involves much more than the expropriation of the native: it was specifi-
cally “to politicize indigeneity in the first place: first negatively, as a settler
libel of the native; but then positively, as a native response, as a self-
assertion”.** The political categories of the settler—native dialectic did
not end with the official end of colonization or with the exit of the
European settler. These categories carried into the postcolony in conse-
quential ways.

This politicization of racialized identities among colonized groups
as indigene and settler within the colonial state is precisely what
Mamdani claims as one of the main conditions propelling the genocide
of the Tutsi in Rwanda. The colonizers of Rwanda racialized the Hutu
as autochthones and the Tutsi as settlers who migrated into the region
from Ethiopia. Their doing so accounts for why the campaign against
the Tutsi was xenophobic, extreme, and eliminative. This genocide,
for Mamdani, did not begin and end in 1994. To be understood it has
to be seen as part of a longer history that emphasizes the activities of
Rwanda’s colonists.

The notion of the native genocide seems applicable in some other
postcolonial African contexts. For example, the genocide of Omani
people of Arab descent by Zanzibaris in what is now commonly known
as the Zanzibar Revolution of 1964 was based on the perception
of Omani people as alien settlers and non-indigenes.*> Likewise, the
massacres of Igbo peoples across Nigeria from 1966 to 1970 was based

84 When Victims Become Killers, p. 14; emphasis in original.

85 See, for example, Chris Oke, “The Forgotten Genocide of the Zanzibar Revolution,”
Field Notes, 12 January 2014, http://speakjhr.com/2014/01/forgotten-genocide-
zanzibar-revolution/, accessed 1S5 February 2016; Samantha Spooner, “Africa’s Forgotten
Genocide Marks Its 50-Year Anniversary,” Mail and Guardian Africa, 16 August 2014,
http://mgafrica.com/article/2014-08-15-africas-forgotten-genocide-marks-its-50-year-
anniversary, accessed 15 February 2016.
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on xenophobic practices that identified the Igbo as settlers in parts of
the country in which they were targeted for elimination. The atrocities
witnessed during the civil wars in Liberia and Sierra Leone, which in
part began as the “native’s” revolution against descendants of freed
slave settlers from Europe and the Americas, and the massacres in the
Democratic Republic of Congo and Burundi, among several other places
in postcolonial Africa, all bear traces of the native-settler friction.*

Often, the group that sees itself as indigenous to a territory within
the postcolonial state resorts to exterminatory violence against so-called
foreigners and settlers. Mamdani describes this situation as the crisis of
postcolonial citizenship, in which those defined as native or indigene
assume inalienable ownership of the state (or portions thereof), thereby
claiming for themselves the right to rule, depose, kill, govern, and
colonize those seen as aliens. Mamdani’s argument in favour of viewing
the 1994 genocide in Rwanda as a native’s genocide is useful for under-
scoring how the process of othering and identity construction within
the colonial system carries into the postcolonial moment, contributing
to a marked tendency towards genocidal violence among African groups.

However, a major challenge in his explanation of genocide in
Rwanda results from Mamdani’s claims that only within the situation
of racialized identity forms can genocide result. Mamdani distinguishes
between what he describes as “ethnic” and “racial” forms of violence in
postcolonial Rwanda. He contends that the category of Tutsi identity
was constructed in racial (as opposed to ethnic) terms by European
colonial anthropological literature that insisted that the Tutsi were
racially superior to their Hutu neighbours, and that this superiority
was essentially a by-product of their phenotypical and genotypical
differences. Both groups were believed to have migrated into the Great
Lakes region of Rwanda, Burundi, and some parts of the Democratic
Republic of Congo from different places, Tutsis being the late arrivals.
This colonial politicization of group identity along racial lines is what
Mamdani identifies as the essential precondition of the 1994 genocide.
He claims that race, and not ethnic difference, explains the character
of the exterminatory violence experienced by Tutsi victims in 1994:

This is not an “ethnic” but a “racial” cleansing, not a violence
against one who is seen as a neighbor but against one who is

86 Pade Badru, “Ethnic Conflict and State Formation in Post-Colonial Africa: A
Comparative Study of Ethnic Genocide in the Congo, Liberia, Nigeria, and Rwanda-
Burundi,” Journal of Third World Studies, vol. 27, no. 2, 2010, pp. 149-69.
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seen as a foreigner; not a violence that targets a transgression
across a boundary into home but one that seeks to eliminate a
foreign presence from home soil, literally and physically. From
this point of view, we need to distinguish between racial and
ethnic violence: ethnic violence can result in massacres, but not
genocide. Massacres are about transgressions, excess; genocide
questions the very legitimacy of a presence as alien.”

Mamdani’s argument is generally that ethnicity suggests dynamism
and a mutually inclusive identity form in which groups see themselves
as different from other ethnicities because of dynamic social and
cultural conditions and practices. Race, on the other hand, consti-
tutes an ontological, unchangeable category, a mutually exclusive and
irredeemable identity form based on the condition of being an alien to a
place. Mass violence based on the former, according to Mamdani, does
not lead to a genocide, unlike violence resulting from the latter.

Mamdani’s distinction between racial and ethnic violence is
problematic on several counts.® First, it assumes that genocides can
occur only under circumstances of group othering that is based on
biological, social, and political racism. Second, it excludes for consid-
eration as victims of genocide in Rwanda people loosely referred to as
“moderate Hutu”, a silence that leads some critics to dismiss Mamdani’s
writing about the genocide in Rwanda as serving the interests of Tutsi
elites who ended the genocide and won the civil war in 1994.% This
criticism is also a reaction to Mamdani’s pregnant silence in his book
When Victims Become Killers over the violent activities that followed
the 1994 genocide, particularly the violence perpetrated by the post-
genocide Rwandan government on the Hutu and other peoples in the
Democratic Republic of Congo.

Yet I will argue further that we can attribute Mamdani’s race-centric
view of genocide to his tendency of “thinking [African genocides]

87 Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers, p. 14. For an elaboration of the process of this
racialization see Chapter Three of Mamdani’s When Victims Become Killers.

88 For a criticism of Mamdani’s theorization of postcolonial African genocide see, for
example, Vambe and Zegeye, “Racializing Ethnicity and Ethnicizing Racism,” pp. 775-93.
89 On this point, see Vambe and Zegeye, “Racializing Ethnicity and Ethnicizing
Racism” R. Lemarchand, “Bearing Witness to Mass Murder,” African Studies Review,
vol. 48, no. 3, 2003, pp. 93-101; R. Lemarchand, “Disconnecting the Threads: Rwanda
and the Holocaust Reconsidered,” The Political Economy of the Great Lakes Region of
Africa: The Pitfalls of Enforced Democracy and Globalisation, edited by S. Marysse and F.
Reyntjens. Macmillan Palgrave, 2005, pp. 48-70; Reyntjens, “Rwanda, Ten Years on”.
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through the Holocaust”’® a tendency that leads him to exceptionalize
the historical conditions of genocide in Rwanda’s postcolony. For
instance, Mamdani sees genocide as emanating from xenophobia driven
by racism.” His discussion of the Nazis extermination of European
Jews focuses mainly on how nationalist ideologies that constructed
Jewish people as dangerous foreigners and settlers inspired the violence
against them. It is this xenophobic dimension of the Nazi genocide,
rooted in racist anti-Semitism against people believed to originate from
elsewhere, that Mamdani projects onto genocides occurring in Africa’s
postcolony. He excludes the fact that implicit in Nazi genocides is also
the notion of lives more and less worthy of living, an idea fundamental
to the Nazi view of non-alien “Aryan Germans” such as gay people,
along with the physically and mentally challenged, as being unworthy
of life to such an extent that their elimination from society can be
justified. Mamdani’s discussion of genocide in the postcolony empha-
sizes biological racism as an essential precondition of genocide in ways
that reinforce the notion of groups as immutable and fixed. Through
his emphasis on racism against supposed foreigners as the mainspring
of genocide he excludes other important elements—such as scientific
rationality, eugenicist thinking, modern state bureaucracy, and the
vicissitudes of war—that other scholars have included in their accounts
of the preconditions for the attempted annihilation of different groups
under the Nazis and in the Rwandan context.

Mamdani’s distinction between the violence arising from racism
and that attributable to ethnicity treats genocide with the kind of excep-
tionalism that heralded not only the Holocaust uniqueness debate®
but also a similar exceptionalism in the use and application of the
genocide concept.”> Mamdani seems to consider the massacre of the
Tutsi in Rwanda a genocide because it resembles the Nazi genocide

90 Mahmood Mamdani, “Making Sense of Political Violence in Postcolonial Africa,”
Identity, Culture and Politics, vol. 3, no. 2, 2002, p. 2.

91 Mamdani, “Making Sense,” pp. 1-24.

92 The debate around the uniqueness of the Holocaust centred on the idea that the
Nazi genocide of Jews was unique, singular and unprecedented. What is at stake in this
debate is the insistence on seeing the Nazi genocide of Jews as singular and unparal-
leled. For an incisive review of the stakes involved in this debate see Moses, “Conceptual
Blockages”. For a philosophical argument about the paradigmatic status of the Holocaust
resulting from debates about its uniqueness see Raimond Gaita, “Refocusing Genocide: A
Philosophical Responsibility,” Genocide and Human Rights, edited by John Roth, Palgrave
Macmillan, 2005, pp. 153-66.

93 On this point, see, for example, Meierhenrich, Genocide, pp. 3-55.
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of European Jews, which for him was similarly founded on a specific
history of European racialism and carried out using an organized state
apparatus.”* Mamdani also assumes that only within the category
of racialized figurations of irreconcilable ontological differences is
it possible to conceptualize the exterminatory violence of genocide.
Hence he chastises Western media and scholars for labelling the atroc-
ities in Darfur as a genocide.” He does not see the kinds of racialism at
work in Darfur that he believes were operative in Rwanda.”®

In the case of the genocide of the Igbo in Nigeria between 1966
and 1970 scholars do not generally tend to make distinctions between
ethnic and racial forms of violence.”” Rather, the politicization of ethnic/
racial identities is always adduced by scholars such as G. N. Uzoigwe as
the cause of these atrocities. In his historical analysis of how the Igbo
became targets for genocide in Nigeria during the calamitous events of
1966, Uzoigwe calls attention to colonial and postcolonial discourses
and structures that politicized ethnic identities in the country. Through
this politicization, Nigerian groups came to imagine others in stereo-
typical terms that informed their relations with them. For Uzoigwe,
the Igbo during and after colonization have been constructed as
democratic, progressive, clever, resourceful, domineering, mercantile,
clannish, and stereotypically “Jewish”.”®

94 It is worth noting that the kinds of racialism and eugenicist thinking found in
European colonial activities were also present in Arab and Islamic activities in several
parts of Africa, especially in Libya, Mauritania, and the former Sudan. That Mamdani
excludes this factor in his dismissal of genocide in Sudan is telling, as some scholars have
pointed out. See, for example, his opinion piece “The Politics of Naming: Genocide, Civil
War, Insurgency,” London Review of Books, vol. 29, no. 5, 2007, pp. 5-8.

95 Mamdani, “The Politics of Naming”.

96 Several critics dismissed Mamdani’s claims that the atrocities in Darfur did not
constitute a genocide. Not only, according to some of these critics, is racism central
to these atrocities, but there are also clear-cut signs of state-organized mass murders
of targeted groups. See, for example, Vambe and Zegeye, “Racializing Ethnicity and
Ethnicizing Racism”.

97 See A. Dirk Moses and Lasse Heerten, eds, Postcolonial Conflict and the Question of
Genocide: The Nigeria-Biafra War, 1967-1970, Routledge, 2018. Yet, like Mamdani, some
scholars of the 1966-70 genocide of the Igbo in Nigeria emphasize racism (construed
problematically in terms suggestive of a confluence of biological traits and cultural and
religious practices) as the major basis on which Igbo peoples were massacred across
Nigeria. See, for example, Ekwe-Ekwe, The Biafra War: Nigeria and the Aftermath, Edwin
Mellen Press, 1990; and Biafra Revisited, African Renaissance, 2007.

98 See Uzoigwe, Visions of Nationhood, pp. 93-123. See also Achebe, There Was a
Country. On colonial and postcolonial literatures expressing racial/ethnic stereotypes
of Nigerian groups see, for example, Edmund Dene Morel, Nigeria: Its Peoples and Its
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This ethnic caricature of the Igbo character would ordinarily not
have had any significant wider implications in the 1960s, given that
the practice of stereotyping groups using negative and pejorative
terms was prevalent and characterized the order of perceptions and
relations in colonial and postcolonial Nigeria. However, according
to Uzoigwe, from late colonial to postcolonial times different ethnic
identities in Nigeria became entangled with contentious political activ-
ities and visions. This fragmentation of Nigerian social and political
solidarity meant that in the Nigerian national imaginary individuals
represented not just unique persons but also the political visions and
claims associated with their particular ethnic group. For Uzoigwe, this
politicization and ghettoization of ethnicities, underway since colonial
times, also accounts for why the categories of indigene and settler
citizens exist and continue to trouble relations in Nigeria.”” The indig-
enous citizen is the Nigerian resident in his or her ethnic homeland.
The settler citizen is the Nigerian resident outside his or her ethnic
homeland. Between May and October 1966 “Igbo” settlements in most
parts of the then Northern and Western Regions of Nigeria (that is, not
the Igbo’s traditional territory) disappeared as a result of massacres and
forced deportation, as Uzoigwe explains, because they were considered
as settlers.

Although one can clearly hold European colonization responsible
for contributing to the proliferation of mass atrocities occurring across
postcolonial Africa, colonialism is by no means solely responsible for
the emergence of dangerous and vulnerable identity patterns in Africa.
Nor is racism (and the production of politicized ethnicities) a unique
byproduct of Western colonization, being marked only by a single

Problems, Smith, Elder & Co., 1911; G. T. Basden, Among the Ibos of Nigeria, Seeley,
Service & Co. Limited, 1921; Paul Anber, “Modernisation and Political Disintegration:
Nigeria and the Ibo,” Journal of Modern African Studies, vol. 15, no. 2, 1968, pp. 163-69;
A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, Crisis and Conflict in Nigeria: A Documentary History, Oxford UP,
1971, 9 vols; de St. Jorre, The Brother’s War; James S. Coleman, Nigeria: Background to
Nationalism, Brouburg, 1986; Richard L. Sklar, Nigerian Political Parties: Power in an
Emergent African Nation, Princeton UP, 1983. For recent discussion of the racialization
and politicization in Nigeria of Igbo identity as resourceful and progressive see, for
example, Douglas Anthony, “Resourceful and Progressive Blackmen’: Modernity and
Race in Biafra, 1967-70,” The Journal of African History, vol. 51, 2010, pp. 41-61.

99 For a discussion of the continued tension between settler and indigenous citizenship
in Nigeria see Laurent Fourchard, “Bureaucrats and Indigenes: Producing and Bypassing
Certificates of Origin in Nigeria,” Africa: The Journal of the International African Institute,
vol. 85, no. 1, 2018, pp. 37-58.
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definition based on an historically specific idea of biological superi-
ority."”” Even scholars such as Uzoigwe would not go as far as Mamdani
and suggest that racism is uniquely responsible for genocide in Africa’s
postcolony. Instead, he and others would argue (and Mamdani would
agree) that it makes better sense to understand genocide in Africa as a
modern phenomenon. As a modern phenomenon, genocide proceeds
from circumstances involving the collision of politicized ethnicity and
religion, modern state forms, democratization processes, and techno-
logical scientism.'” What remains common to scholarly claims about
genocide in Africa’s postcolony is their acknowledgement of a peculiar
kind of rationality that is responsible for propelling forward and inten-
sifying exterminatory practices. Furthermore, these scholarly claims
insist that this genocidal rationality is modern and colonial.

It is perhaps important to reiterate the more than cursory influence
of European colonialism in not only the historical and political contexts
of genocides occurring in Africa’s postcolonies but also in the histories
and politics of applying the genocide concept to mass atrocities in
Africa’s postcolonies. It is clear, therefore, that the genocide concept
has been strongly entangled in colonial and postcolonial discourses
in Africa. My aim in the present project is not to advocate for disen-
tangling the genocide concept from its multiple roots or from its roots
in the relatively recent history of European colonialism. Perhaps such
a project may help to broaden considerations of genocidal rationales
at work in different African contexts while offering more nuanced
accounts of the causes and outcomes of genocide in Africa. My interest
is essentially to underline these entanglements in ways not generally
accounted for in the cultural representations of genocides occurring
in Africa’s postcolonies, especially when the genocide concept serves

100 For discussions about the history and practice of Western racism and on the notion
of modern states and scientific rationality as racist see, for example, David Theo Goldberg,
The Racial State, Blackwell Publishers, 2002; Charles Mills, The Racial Contract, Cornell
UP, 1999; George M. Frederickson, Racism: A Short History, Princeton UP, 2003; Eze,
ed., Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader, Blackwell Publishers, 1997.

101 See, for example, Jacques Depelchin, Silences in African History: Between the
Syndromes of Discovery and Abolition, Mkuki na Nyota, 2005; Donald L. Horowitz,
Ethnic Groups in Conflict, University of California Press, 1985; Jacobs, The Brutality of
Nations; Okpaku, ed., Nigeria: Dilemma of Nationhood: An African Analysis of the Biafran
Conflict, The Third Press, 1972; Uzoigwe, Visions of Nationhood; Omar McDoom, “War
and Genocide in Africa’s Great Lakes Since Independence,” The Oxford Handbook of
Genocide Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and A. Dirk Moses, Oxford UP, 2013,
pp- SS0-75.
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as the vocabulary governing how such mass atrocities have come to
be understood, challenged, struggled with, and written about. One
important missing link in the conception of African genocide as
derived from and underpinned by Africans’ experiences of European
colonialism is due acknowledgement of the extent to which Africans’,
and indeed the world’s, understanding of postcolonial mass violence
hasbeen shaped by the representational tropes and practices associated
with the legacy of the Holocaust. I will now go on to discuss in the
next chapter how the Holocaust serves as the “political unconscious™*
of cultural representations of African genocides, and thus as a signif-
icant bedrock for imaginative representations of genocide in Africa’s
postcolonies.

102 I use this phrase as Fredric Jameson uses it in his book The Political Unconscious:
Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Cornell UP, 1981), to highlight the implicit ideological
elements governing representations of genocide in Africa.
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The Holocaust
and Literary Representation
of Postcolonial African Genocides'

Genocidal atrocities in Africa have provoked a body of imaginative
literature which, among other things