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FACT SHEET

Risk Factors of Genocide

Risk Factor #1: Prior Genocide

Several historical cases of genocide have happened in “repeat offender” nations – that is, nations in which genocide or politicide has occurred more than once in their histories. State authorities become “habituated” to genocide; that is, they may begin to see the extreme of genocide as a justifiable – at points even necessary – solution to dealing with a real or perceived threat. Analysis shows that states with prior genocides were three times more likely to commit genocide again in the event of state failure, in comparison to nations that did not have past genocides in their histories.

Risk Factor #2: Political Upheaval

Political upheaval, major or abrupt disruptions in a state’s political community, is a necessary but not sufficient risk factor of genocide. Nearly all cases of genocide or politicide since 1955 have occurred soon after or during an episode of political upheaval. Episodes of political upheaval include, among others, violent conflict, redrawing of state boundaries, or defeat in international war. 

The greater the magnitude of political upheaval in a state, the more likely it is that the authority of the state will resort to genocide as a solution to that upheaval. Two reasons for this are possible. First, as violence grows more and more intense, and conflicts continue on unabated, state authorities may grow increasingly threatened by opposition forces – so threatened that they begin to see total elimination of their enemy as necessary for their survival or retention of power. Second, conflict tends to create a “cover” under which authorities can carry out massive and organized violence. 

Risk Factor #3: Ethnic Dimension to Ruling Elite

This risk factor measures whether the ruling elite in a given state disproportionately represents one segment in a heterogeneous society. Groups that feel under-represented by a political elite are more likely to challenge that elite. Also, when elites fear such challenges they are even more likely to define both their interests and security in communal terms, often designing and implementing exclusionary policies. Risk of genocide is two and a half times higher in countries where the political elite represented an ethnic minority. 

Risk Factor #4: Exclusionary ideology

Not all states experiencing political upheaval, or with past genocides, or with a minority in power resort to genocide. A major spurring force is ideology.  When a ruling elite adheres to an ideology that removes a group to outside of what Dr. Helen Fein has called its “universe of moral obligation,” it can spell major danger for the targeted group. Once a government feels it is under no obligation to protect a certain group, it is not so far a step for that same government to perceive the group as a threat that must be removed. In states where the elite authorities subscribe to an exclusionary ideology, state failures are two and half times more likely to develop into genocide or politicide.

Risk Factor#5: Type of Regime

The age-old adage “absolute power corrupts absolutely” plays heavily into discussions of conflict in general, and genocides specifically. An unchecked regime has exclusive control over the ways and means of dealing with opposition or perceived threats, and can be virtually unstoppable once it decides to resort to genocide. Autocracies and partial democracies are much more likely to choose genocide as an option for dealing with a perceived threat than democracies. 

Risk Factor # 6: Trade Openness

Another significant factor in the development of genocide is the degree to which states are connected to each other economically. If a country has strong international economic ties, it may be less likely to act in violation of international humanitarian norms. Conversely, states with few economic ties may believe they can commit crimes outside of the international public eye. This was certainly true in the early 1990s – perpetrators in both Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia correctly assumed that, not being of any interest to most in the developed world, they could commit massive human rights violations to the extent of genocide without any real, wide-spread intervention. Countries highly connected to international trade partners, on the other hand, are prone to their influence and may need to tailor their political practices according to external pressure. 

� Risk factors and all statistics are from: Barbara Harff “No Lessons Learned from the Holocaust? Assessing Risks of Genocide and Political Mass Murder since 1955,” American Political Science Review (Volume 97(1), February 2003)
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