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This important, highly thoughtful book is a welcome addition to the growing literature on genocide in the twentieth century. It deserves a wide audience among scholars, undergraduates, and policy makers. Broad ranging, genuinely comparative, rigorous, and learned, A Century of Genocide is engagingly written, while prudent and balanced in its judgments. It is at once the best one-volume comparative synthesis to date of the role of ideology in the genocides perpetrated by the Nazis, the Soviets, the Khmer Rouge, and the Serbs, and an imaginative, engaging study that illuminates in original ways the similarities, differences, and interconnections among these four lethal regimes.

Eric Weitz argues that modern genocides are “embedded in complex historical processes, notably the emergence in the modern world of race and nation as the primary categories of political and social organization.” For Weitz, the common thread connecting the genocides committed by Nazi Germany, Iosif Stalin’s Soviet Union, the Khmer Rouge, and the Serb forces in the former Yugoslavia is that “a regime, partly out of desperation, partly because of its utopian visions, seized the opportunity presented by war and severe internal crisis to transform dramatically the very composition of the population within its domain,” namely, to “eliminate entirely a particular population that it viewed as a threat to its grand design” (2).

In tracing the central role of emergent utopias of race and nation in genocides of the twentieth century, Weitz insightfully analyzes the role of utopian state goals, classifications of the population, intersecting external historical processes, the methods of mass murder, and mobilization of public participation in case studies of the Soviet Union under Vladimir Lenin and Stalin, Nazi Germany, Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, and Serbia and the Bosnian War. Weitz lays out his case studies after a short survey of the prototypical Armenian genocide and an introduction setting out the parameters of his book. Each of the case studies ends with a stimulating conclusion of its own, but many of Weitz’s most interesting comparative insights are contained in chapter five, which concludes his book.

To Weitz’s credit, his work draws on primary and secondary sources in English, French, German, and Russian, and seamlessly weaves into his narratives and analyses eyewitness testimony by survivors; excerpts from memoirs, poems, and novels; and official documents. He sensitively illuminates the significance for perpetrators of male camaraderie and tough masculine values, body language, domination of space, visual domination of the victims, torture, the rape of women, degradation in death, and the destruction of the victim’s family, self, and identity.

Minor flaws in this important contribution deserve Weitz’s renewed attention. Like many of us who study genocide comparatively, Weitz has a hard time weighing the role of ideology versus political expediency in the breakup of Yugoslavia and the assault on Bosnian and Kosovar Muslims, and in different places he draws opposing conclusions on the point. Like Norman Naimark, whose Fires of Hatred: Ethnic Cleansing in Twentieth-Century Europe (2001) shares Weitz’s analytical framework, Weitz omits the Rwanda genocide of 1994 from his study. He explains the omission on the grounds that he lacks the necessary expertise and that it falls outside “the realm of Nazi and Soviet influence, a key factor that influenced my decision to explore the histories of Yugoslavia and Cambodia” (13). He might have added that thanks to Ben Kiernan and other fine scholars, the available literature on Cambodia fit more easily into his comparative framework when he began his book. But we now have first-rate studies of the Rwanda genocide and their conclusions beg to be integrated into Weitz’s framework. As his contacts with Africanists improve through his new work on the German genocide that ravaged the Herero in southwest Africa, one hopes that he will embolden himself and return to the question of Rwanda. And while Weitz implicitly recognizes Norman Cohn’s path breaking books The Pursuit of the Millennium (1957), Europe’s Inner Demons: An Enquiry Inspired by the Great Witch-Hunt  (1975), and Warrant for Genocide (1967) every time he discusses the connection between genocide and utopian ideologies, nowhere in his text or his bibliography does he acknowledge the debt that all students of genocide owe to Professor Cohn.

Finally, in response to his conclusion that the ideologies of race and nation, when situated in the hands of a “powerful interventionist state” (51), have been fundamental to several of the major genocides of the twentieth century, Weitz urges attention to Václav Havel’s long-term vision of the global community, rather than the nation-state, as “the locus of sovereignty and the source and protector of basic human rights” (254). At various times, Weitz has contrasted the harm done through the Versailles and Trianon settlements by Woodrow Wilson’s vision of the nation-state as the locus of democracy with the more fruitful model under elaboration by the European Union (EU). While his recommendation is understandable, it not only neglects the internal problems of the EU, but also ignores the EU’s inability to respond to genocides, whether in its own backyard, as in the case of Bosnia, or in Africa, as in the case of Rwanda. In my view, the real challenge today, illustrated by the Darfur crisis, is to harness the prevention of genocide to the self-interest of the nation-state and to persuade enough nation-states to act in concert when genocides are imminent.
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