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FACT SHEET

Definitions of Genocide

The UN Definition:

Because of the passion and persistent advocacy of Raphael Lemkin, on 9 December 1948 the UN adopted the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (UNGC). Article 2 of the Convention defines genocide as:
In the present Convention, genocide means 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.
Social Scholar Definitions:

As the goal of the UNGC was to prosecute a crime, the legal scholars who developed the UNGC definition focused on genocide as a single event, one horrible atrocity that could be criminalized and punished after the fact. In the 1970s, there was a fundamental shift in the study of genocide as a subject. Increasingly, social scientists have viewed the UNGC as an inadequate definition for genocide. The UNGC, social scientists have claimed, had failed in its most essential purpose: the prevention of genocide.  
Social scientists, in contrast to legal scholars, do not see genocide as a singular event, but as an ongoing process. While an event must be criminalized, prosecuted, and punished, a process must be understood, its preconditions and warning signs defined, its escalation hindered and prevented. Another problem of the UNGC definition highlighted by social scientists is the fact that political and other social groups are not categorized as victims of genocide, and hence remain unprotected. Several social scientists and historians have developed alternate definitions in an attempt to reflect these issues. Some of these definitions are below:
"Genocide is a form of one-sided mass killing in which a state or other authority intends to destroy a group, as that group and membership in it are defined by the perpetrator" 
- Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn, The History and Sociology of Genocide, 1990
"Genocide is sustained purposeful action by a perpetrator to physically destroy a collectivity directly or indirectly, through interdiction of the biological and social reproduction of group members, sustained regardless of the surrender or lack of threat offered by the victim". 
- Helen Fein, Genocide: A Sociological Perspective, 1993/1990
"Genocides and politicides are the promotion and execution of policies by a state or its agents which result in the deaths of a substantial portion of a group. The difference between genocides and politicides is in the characteristics by which members of the group are identified by the state. In genocides the victimized groups are defined primarily in terms of their communal characteristics, i.e., ethnicity, religion or nationality. In politicides the victim groups are defined primarily in terms of their hierarchical position or political opposition to the regime and dominant groups" 
- Barbara Harff and Ted R. Gurr, "Toward empirical theory of genocides and politicides," International Studies Quarterly 37, 3 (1988).
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