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GENOCIDE: ITS POLITICAL USE 
IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

by Leo Kuper 
(Yale University Press; 255 pp.; 515.00) 

Every once in a while someonc finds i t  
necessary to cry out bcforc thc crowd 
that the emperor has no clothes. For 
Leo Kuper, professor emcritus of so- 
ciology at the University of Southern 
California, Los Angeles, the cry is: 
“[Tjhe sovereign territorial stale claims, 
as an integral part of its sovereignty. the 
right to commit genocide, or engage in 
genocidal massacres, against peoplc 
under its rule, and ... the United Nations. 
for all practical purposes, defends this 
rig h t . ” 

He begins with a survey of genocide 
in this century and a history of the 
Genocide Convention. Kuper has his 
quarrels with the convention. For one 
thing, at the insistence of the Soviet 
bloc-pursuing its own interest in 
eliminating opponents- i t  was written 
in such a way as to exclude victims of 
class or political bias. For Kuper, the 
victims of genocide are chosen not by 
what they have done but by who they 
arc. (In many cascs, of course, politics 
and ethnicity are indistinguishable as 
motives for mass murder.) The most 
crippling feature of the convention de- 
rives from the deletion of a provision 
for universal jurisdiction over genocide 
and from the failure of the U.N. to 
create an appropriate court. In effect, 
governments that pcrpctrate gcnocidc 
are charged to try themselves for their 
own crime. 

Kuper’s use of the term “genocidal 
massacre’’ as a way of including class 
victims and political victims both sen- 
sitizes us to and opens up  problems of 
delimitation we shall have to consider. 
First of all he is prompted to ask a radi- 
cal question: Is it inherent in Marxism 
to justify massacre by removing whole 
social classes from humanity or is it, 
rather, that certain states. ruling in the 
namc of Marxism, have also adopted 
terror. slaughter. and starvation in re- 
sponse to threats and internal exigen- 
cies? Kuper’s answers to this question 
arc inconclusive. principally bccause he 
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scts off the well-documenled Tacts 
about the victims of ovcr hall‘a ccntury 
of Sovict rulc against mcrc skctchcs of 
Chinese doctrine; and on this basis, and 
without scrutinizing Chinese practice, 
he spcaks of “lhc milder form of 
Chinese terrorism.” Had he studied 
China’s victims along with Russia’s, he 
might have been able to sec China’s 
role as a model for the Khmer Rouge 
regimc in Kampuchea. 

Sccondly, Kuper extends the term 
even further so that any use of weapons 
that cause mass casualties is called 
genocide. He makes continuous. though 
cursory, references to U.S. actions in 
Vietnam and to thc atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki BS genocidal. 
Rut here we have a problem of intent. 
Kuper acknowledges that the destruc- 
tion of the Jews of Europe was not a 
secondary effect of World War I1 or of 
German strategy but a direct commit- 
ment to genocide. Indeed, Germany 
sacrificed war goals to execute its “Final 
Solution.” But he never attempls to 
show that the U.S. intended to destroy 
the Vietnamese or the Japanese as a 
people. 

When Kuper comes to the question 
of thc civilian victims of terrorism, he 
denies the applicability of the term 
gororirlo. Yet perpetrators of collective 
terrorism, unlike their nineteenth-cen- 
tury forebears, choose their victims ac- 
cording to their membership in a class, 
a nation. or a group deemcd to bc the 
enemy. rcgardless of whcthcr thcy are 
patrons of a cafe. children on a school 
bus, or residents of a neighborhood. 
Although terrorists tell us thcir intent is 
the liberation of their own peoplc and 
that thcir random victims are merc 
means to this end, the question of 
genocide arises when there is an “intent 
to destroy, in whole or in part. a na- 
tional, cthnical, racial or religious 
group ....” The use of collcctivc terror- 
ism and statc reprisals in Algeria, 
Northcrn Ireland, and the Mideast may 
make us aware of the ambiguities in- 
volved in the questions of ends and 
means, intention and idcology. Perhaps 
i t  is more appropriatc to view in- 
tergroup violence as a continuum and 
to define genocide lcss as a discrete 
phenomenon and more as an cscalation 
of collective terror and group punish- 
ment. Kuper’s own usage shifts: At 
times he includes pogroms as instances 
of genocidal massacre ami .it other 
times as instances of genocide. 

The structural base or ncccssary prc- 

condition for genocide is something 
Kupcr calls the “plural socicty.” By this 
hc mcans “societies with persistent and 
pervasive cleavage between ... sections,” 
racial, ethnic, or religious. This would 
include statcs with such different slruc- 
tural characteristics as Canada and 
Northern Ireland, in which all citizens 
are incorporated equally as individuals, 
and South Africa, in which the majority 
is not incorporated and is treated as 
alien. Kuper ignores the debates among 
students of pluralism as to the impor- 
tance of thcsc differences. He implies 
that Weimar Germany was a plural 
society. This allows him to fit the Final 
Solution into his thcorctical construct, 
although he acknowledges that to in- 
clude Weimar Germany is to stretch his 
concept. However, the idea of the plural 
society fits Nazi Germany after 1935 
quite well: Aryan Germans, according 
to the Nuremberg laws, were citizens; 
non-Aryan Germans, Jews, and, later, 
Gypsies were not. In this case, ideology” 
prccedcd the social structure within 
which victims were made. More 
typically, social structures will create 
ideologies to justify the destruction of 
“alien” groups. 

Kuper’s concluding chapter is in- 
conclusive. I t  is called “Thc Non- 
Genocidal Society” and purports to ex- 
plain the limits placed on violence in 
South Africa and Northern Ireland. 
Since he had previously described both 
as “plural societies,” the title is puz- 
zling. The limits to an escalation of the 
conflicts in  these places are attributed to 
the direct impact or influence of third 
partics- thc British in Northern Ire- 
land and international public opinion in 
South Africa. Yet who can be sure that 
the zenith of violence has passed in 
Northern Ireland and is not still lo 
come in South Africa? As we wait to 
find out, this book may inspire us to 
think harder about gcnocidc, its causes, 
sanctions, and deterrents. my1 

Briefly Noted 

THE SOVIET ESTIMATE: 
U.S. INTELLIQENCE ANALYSIS 

AND RUSSIAN MILITARY 
STRENdTH 

by John Prados 
(Dia! Press; 367 pp.; $17.95) 

The U.S. ir!telligence community has 
both und. :.nstimated and overesti- 



mated the nature and strength of Soviet 
strategic forces. Intelligence undercsti- 
mated advances in Soviet sea-launched 
ballistic missile technology during the 
1970s and overestimated the bomber 
and missile “gaps” of the ‘50s. Why 
have the National Intelligence Esti- 
mates of Soviet strategic power been in 
error? This is the central question of 
John Prados’s important new study. 
The Right has charged that the Central 
Intelligence Agency has sought to dupe 
the president by deliberately under- 
estimating Soviet military might; the 
Left has attacked the Agency as a bas- 
tion of closet militarists. 

Prados sees little SUbSVdnce in these 
charges, but his findings are far niore 
alarming than anything the Right or 
Left could cook up. The grave intelli- 
gence failures of the last thirty ycars are 
not the result of a grand conspiracy but 
of bureaucratic and institutional strug- 
gles. Given the present structure of the 
intelligence community, objcctivc csti- 
mates will be a rare commodity. 

The problem has not been too littlc 
intelligence but too much.The CIA has 
tons of raw, unanalyzed data waiting to 
be processed. But in Washington, 
analysis is cheap. Every intelligence 
organization prepares studies on the 
military strength of foreign powcrs. I t  is 
covert operations and “dirty tricks’’ 
that actually carry weight among na- 
tional security policy-makers. Analysts, 
unlike military intelligencc officers, 
have no outside constituency to appeal 
to, no powerful allies on Capitol Ilill. 
Consequently, thcy are vulncrablc to 
pressure from other political intcrcst 
groups inside the government. 

The Soviet Esrimate contains numer- 
ous examples of the way in which 
bureaucratic pressure cripples the intel- 
ligence process. During the late 196Os, 
Nixon’s defense secretary, Mclvin 
Laird, publicly attacked the CIA after 
the agency suggested that the Soviet 
antiballistic missile system was years 
away from deployment; this CIA rev- 
elation threatened the administra- 
tion’s campaign to develop an Ameri- 
can ABM. Laird, Kissinger, and others 
were so disgusted by the CIA’s estimate 
that they ignored every subsequent 
one. Kissinger at one point allegedly re- 
ferred to the estimates as “Talmudic ex- 
ercises.” Later, Kissinger and the De- 
fense Department heavily criiicized 
CIA estimates of Soviet military spend- 
ing. Eventually the Agency caved in to 
the pressure and changed the system by 

which Soviet spending was determined, 
making later estimates of the Russian 
defense budget scem larger. - 

Intelligence failures have been a hot 
topic in government for a.. long as 
governments have had spies. Though 
The Soviet Estimate is too long, too com- 
plex, and too boring for the general 
public, i t  is onc of Ihc morc authorita- 
tive looks at the causes of intelligence 
errors. 

- IViIliani HatiiJs Gru-v 

WAR, PEACE, AND THE BIBLE 
by J. Carter Swaim 
(Orbis Books: xv+125 pp.: S6.95) 

Thc chosen people created an empire of 
conquest. frequently decimating the 
cities iind towns of Canaan. I n  the Old 
Tcstanicnt warfare is blessed by thc 
prophcts and priests iind cclcbratcd by 
the poets. songwriters. and psiiltiiists. 
I loly wiirs, ortlercd by Yahwch. ri1iide 
Icgcndary hcrocs of L)il\~itl iind Joshua. 
Yet even in the Old Tcstiiniciii one ciin 
find anibivalcncc. God refused to Ict tlic 
warrior Ihvid build the tcniplc. siivinp 
ihiit  imporrani task Tor [tic 1>C‘iiccl‘Ull~ 
inclined Solomon. Thc later prophcis 
shiftcd from blcssing Isriid‘s wars 10 

arguing that thcy wcrc “punishment Tor 
thc nation’s sins.” And Israel‘s sue- 
cesses% and achievemcnts ;ire pretty 
consistently attributed to God’s be- 
ncvolcncc rathcr than to tlic Iicroic. 
bloody d a d s  of its warriors. Still. 
Swaim‘s iittempt to rationalize iind even 
excuse Old lestamcnt violcncc is lcss 
than siitisfiictory: Thc Hcbrcws wcrc 
“influenced by tlic pcoplc among whom 
thcp dwcllcd.” using ruthless violcncc 
to dciil wi th  uncivilized pcoples. 

Ultimiltcly for Swain1 the Old Testa- 
mcnt hiis littlc but historical intcrcst. 
“God’s lust word is Jcsus,” and i t  is to 
tlic Ncw Tcstenicnt that we should look 
for thc liitcst, tlie pcrtincnt teachings. 
R y  and largc thcsc tciichings arc. of 
coursc, pacifist. In onc story or lccturc 
or lcttcr iifter another thc Prince of 
Pcacc insists thni using the sword is not 
only morally wrong hut obsolctc, im- 
prudent, and ruinous as wcll. Swaim is 
lcss convincing. though, in his handling 
of passages that make Jcsus look morc 
martial. Swaim thinks Jesus W ~ S  merely 
promising divisive argument and prc- 
dicting intellcctual strife bctwccn be- 
lievers and unbelievers when he said 
“Do not think that I havc comc to bring 
peace on earth; 1 have not come to 

bring peace. but ii sword.” Yet can we 
rciilly bclicve a pacifist Jesus would 
have said “let him who has no sword 
sell his mantle and buy one”‘? Swaim 
dismisses this as “melancholy playful- 
ness” or “military metaphors,” not lan- 
guage to be taken literally. 

Notions that have been repeiitedly 
uscd, and misuscd, for ncarly two thou- 
sand years by warriors and the theologi- 
Ciil supporters of thcir various crusades 
iind “just” wars :ire ovcrlookcd in 
Swaini’s too-cursory cxiimination of the 
troubling ambiguities and contradic- 
lions to be found cvcn in the New 
Tcstanient. The Biblc seems a dubious 
opcrii1ing m;lnuiil aftcr iill. cspeeiiilly in 
thcsc days of whiit Joniitliim Sclicll is 
calling “tlie Lone of the risk of extinc- 
tion .*‘ 

--J”’S :I. Slc~gc’rijin 
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