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by John Mark Mattox

Responding to

 Genocide
  in Principle and Practice

Introduction

Writing in the twilight years of the Roman Empire, Aurelius Augustinus—Saint Augustine, 
widely regarded as the father of just war theory—defined just wars as “those which 
avenge injuries, if some nation or state against whom one is waging war has neglected 

to punish a wrong committed by its citizens, or to return something that was wrongfully taken.”1 
Although Augustine’s definition contemplates the conventional case of interstate warfare, wherein 
a state or its citizens have wronged another state or its citizens, it also deserves careful examination 
by contemporary students of mass atrocities, including genocide. Imagine, for example, the case 
in which the political leadership of a state has condoned—or worse, perpetrated—evils against an 
ethnically bounded subset of that state. If one were to raise the question of whether a third-party 
observer could intervene to “avenge injuries” or to “punish a wrong” committed by the state or by 
one constituency of a state against another constituency within the same state, it would seem that 
no harm is done to Augustine’s definition. Moreover, what if that “something that was wrongfully 
taken” from the aggrieved constituency were what one living in the twenty-first century would 
recognize as a basic human right? Would that third party observer be justified in an intervention 
designed to “return” that “wrongfully taken” right? Again, it seems that Augustine’s definition 
would permit such intervention, even if Augustine himself did not contemplate it. Indeed, Augustine 
elsewhere muses: 
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 What is the evil in war? Is it the death of 
some who will soon die in any case, that 
others may live in peaceful subjection?....
The real evils in war are love of violence, 
revengeful cruelty, fierce and implacable 
enmity, wild resistance, and the lust of 
power, and such like; and it is generally to 
punish these things, when force is required 
to inflict the punishment, that… good men 
undertake wars, when they find themselves 
in such a position as regards the conduct of 
human affairs, that right conduct requires 
them to act, or to make others act in this 
way.2 

The “love of violence,” “revengeful 
cruelty,” “fierce and implacable enmity,” “wild 
resistance,” and “lust for power” to which 
Augustine refers are the all-too-recognizable 
hallmarks of human atrocities, especially those 
committed on a massive scale; and, by his 
account, it is to respond (or, as Augustine would 
phrase it, to punish) these very things that “good 
men undertake wars.” Moreover, Augustine 
suggests that “to act, or to make others act” in 
response to these real evils is nothing less than 
a requirement of “right conduct.”

If Augustine were transported to the twenty-
first century, it is difficult to imagine that he 
would have any substantive quarrel with this 
application of his words intended for another 
time and circumstance. Similarly, as persons 
living in the twenty-first century, it is difficult 
to imagine that his words do not find reasonable 
application in the face of modern violent mass 
atrocities. If the specter of concentration camps 
in Third Reich Germany or the killing fields of 
Bosnia, Rwanda, or Cambodia does not provide 
cause for “good men” to “act,” it is difficult to 
conceive of what would. Add to this the ominous 
threat posed by weapons of mass destruction 
in all of their manifestations—to include the 
nuclear and chemical weaponry of the twentieth 
century and the emerging technologies that 
could transform biological weapons into the 

veritable genocidal scourge of the twenty-first 
century—and the idea that humans individually 
or humankind collectively can be justified 
in turning a blind eye to the prospect of mass 
atrocity appears patently absurd.  

And yet, absurd as it may seem, the 
questions of when and where and how to 
intervene in violent, human-caused catastrophes 
are extremely difficult ones. As a curious 
juxtaposition, when the catastrophe can be 
labeled in a way that precludes immediate 
human responsibility—a “natural cause,” a 
“force majeure,” a “casus fortuitus,” an “act 
of God,” —the decision for how to respond is 
easy and the result is predictable:  governments 
mobilize relief assets; militaries provide air and 
sea lift, supply depots, engineer assets, rescue 
teams, field hospitals, and security forces; non-
government organizations swing into immediate 
action; charitable organizations find ways to 
assist; celebrities urge generous donations to 
support relief efforts; and lay persons take off 
time from employment and travel hundreds—
sometimes thousands—of miles to rush to the 
aid of suffering persons who may not look like 
them or may not share their language, customs, 
or culture. Somehow, all of these differences are 
subsumed as mere incidentals and the means 
for dealing with them as mere technicalities. 
Somehow, men and women readily embrace 
the lesson so thoroughly shunned by Cain that 
we are, in fact, our brother’s keeper, and that, 
properly understood, human brotherhood and 
sisterhood knows no bounds.  

However, when it comes to something like 
genocide, moral clarity seems, in certain essential 
respects at least, to evaporate. Of course, it is 
easy to claim clarity when one is standing on 
the sidelines urging others to act quickly 
and decisively (and indeed, the instances in 
which pundits have derided the least inkling 
of hesitancy on the part of their political 
adversaries—seizing the opportunity to 
brand them as being uncaring, unfeeling 
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cold-hearted, irresolute, unorganized, etc., 
etc., etc.—are simply too numerous to 
count).  However, for those whose place 
it is to commit treasure and perhaps even 
blood to alleviate third-party suffering, the 
burden to act becomes nothing less than 
staggering—and this is true irrespective of 
the political inclinations of those to whom 
the lot falls to decide whether and how to 
act. Numerous considerations immediately 
and unavoidably rush to the fore:

• Is it prudent to become involved as a third 
party?

• Is it prudent to act alone, or is the 
involvement of other like-minded states 
required to lend sufficient moral authority 
to the action?

• Is the area of concern within or beyond a 
friendly geographical sphere of influence?

• Who is likely to view intervention as an 
unwarranted encroachment on the internal 
affairs of another state?

• Is the locus of the mass atrocity in a place 
where the ability to govern is compromised 
or where central government has ceased 
to function altogether?  If so, how does 
one identify the principal actors? Who is 
competent to speak and act on behalf of the 
factious groups and on what grounds?

• Is the crisis solvable?  Is it like the kind 
of forest fire that, with intense effort, can 
be brought under control, or is it more like 
the kind of forest fire that is best merely 
monitored and left alone to burn itself out?

• What, beyond the obvious alleviating of 
human suffering, is the desired end state of 
engagement in the crisis?

•  Is it in the national interest to engage?

• Do (or should) perceived moral imperatives 
override questions of national interest?

• How much will it cost?  How long will it 
take? How much money and how many 
lives can be spent, and how much time 
can pass, before public enthusiasm for the 
project wanes and the pundits have moved 
on to other “more pressing” matters?

It is at this juncture that principle and practice 
meet each other, as it were, face to face and 
stare into each other’s eyes.   

This special edition of the InterAgency 
Journal provides an occasion not only for that 
face-to-face examination but for an introspective 
one as well.

• Canadian Senator Roméo Dallaire, 
Lieutenant General (Retired) and 
Commander of the United Nations 
Assistance Mission in Rwanda, challenges 
the reader with such questions as:  Are 
all humans equal? What place does the 
strategic situation of the area in crisis play 
in national decision making calculus? What 
does it mean to “establish an atmosphere 
of security” (the genocide correlate to 
the counterinsurgency aim of “winning 
the hearts and minds of the people”)? Do 
the rules of engagement change when the 
combatants are children? He argues that in 
the emerging new world disorder, where 
Westphalian sovereignty is not absolute, the 
preponderance of international effort must 
be conflict prevention rather than conflict 
resolution.

• Michael H. Hoffman raises the question 
of whether U.S. Armed Forces have a 
professional obligation to prevent mass 
atrocities, including genocide. Arguing in 
the affirmative, he offers useful insights, 
against the backdrop of history, into efforts 
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both underway and efforts worthy to be taken more adequately to prepare U.S. Armed Forces 
for this weighty task.  

• Hal Elliott Wert takes the reader on a sobering tour of the killing fields of Yugoslavia.  He 
explores the history of this volatile region and how utopian rhetoric, progressive idealism, and 
raw enmity combined over time to produce the tinder box of southeast Europe. He invites one 
to consider what “self-determination” might mean in circumstances where a collective “self” 
eludes identification.

• Mark M. Hull examines the vexing legal issues associated with the interplay between national 
sovereignty and international law—particularly as it pertains to the International Criminal 
Court. He reviews U.S. objections to the court’s assertion of prerogative to intervene in matters 
the U.S. considers to be within its national jurisdiction and notes, perhaps tellingly, that U.S. 
objections were echoed by the likes of Muammar Qaddafi’s Libya, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, 
and the People’s Republic of China.

• Charles E. Heller provides a helpful overview of promising efforts by the U.S. Army Command 
and General Staff College to educate U.S. Army officers to deal with the task of mass atrocity 
prevention. 

Also featured in this special edition is a thoughtfully conceived bibliography, the value of 
which will become immediately apparent to those wishing to undertake a serious and systematic 
study of mass atrocity and genocide prevention.  

For the opportunity to engage in the examination of this urgent topic, each of us is indebted 
to the perceptive work of the Arthur D. Simons Center for the Study of Interagency Cooperation. 
Through the preparation of this special edition, the Simons Center has evidenced the keen 
recognition that, while the fundamental decision of whether to respond to mass atrocities will be 
made at the highest policy levels, the myriad questions surrounding how to respond will be largely 
operational and tactical ones; and all of these will require the very best efforts of the interagency. 
Finally, our most profound debt is to the Command and General Staff College Foundation, which, 
on behalf of its generous benefactors, underwrites the work of the Simons Center, sponsors the 
annual Leavenworth Ethics Symposium, and takes as its task to assist the U.S. Army Command and 
General Staff College in equipping the rising generation of U.S. Army officers with the intellectual 
tools necessary to meet the unprecedented challenges of the twenty-first century.  IAJ
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