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Introduction

Scott W. Murray

This collection has its origins in a modest, multidisciplinary confer-
ence—“Understanding Atrocities: Remembering, Representing and 
Teaching Genocide”—held at Mount Royal University in Calgary, Alberta, 
in February 2014. The conference brought together leading experts, emer-
ging and established scholars in the field of genocide studies, as well as 
undergraduate and graduate students, secondary school teachers, com-
munity members, and policy-makers in order to share new scholarship 
and new teaching perspectives on the global, transhistorical problem of 
genocide. Inspired by the goal of creating a forum bridging scholarly and 
community-based efforts to understand genocide, the conference aimed 
to augment the important specialized contributions of academic scholar-
ship with insights and perspectives from teachers, non-profit groups inter-
ested in peace and conflict studies, members of Indigenous communities, 
and other interested members of civil society. Concerned with the auto-
matic—and often, therefore, unexamined—identification of genocide with 
atrocity, our aim was the investigation of how this historical relationship 
frames and complicates possibilities for the understanding and prevention 
of genocide.

A key feature of the scholarly study of genocide has been a steady 
broadening of perspectives, beginning with efforts to look beyond the uni-
versality of the Holocaust as the genocide. When the journal Holocaust and 
Genocide Studies was established in 1986, its commitment to carrying out a 
scholarly, multidisciplinary examination of the Holocaust included a will-
ingness to consider the subject of other genocides, but it explicitly excluded 
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the publication of “memoirs, literary, dramatic or musical efforts.”1 Over a 
decade later the Journal of Genocide Research (JGR) continued to supple-
ment what were once primarily historical studies of genocide worldwide 
with other social science perspectives, while leaving room for contribu-
tions to a “Poet’s Corner” and an “Art Gallery” (although it has since re-
verted back to being primarily a historical journal).2 Today the subject is 
studied from every possible disciplinary perspective in the social sciences 
and humanities, and it includes genocides that have occurred throughout 
history and across the globe. The breadth of the contributions to this vol-
ume reflects this remarkable evolution in our thinking about genocide, 
while also affirming its status as an essentially “contested concept.”

One challenge we face today, therefore, is to find ways of making 
this immense, complex, ever-expanding body of scholarship accessible 
to non-academic audiences, a need stemming from growing pressure to 
educate people about genocide, primarily with an eye to prevention. It 
was with this aim in mind that the International Association of Genocide 
Scholars (IAGS) and the International Institute for Genocide and Human 
Rights Studies (IIGHRS) teamed up in 2006 to create Genocide Studies 
and Prevention (GSP), which, in promoting the development of “new ideas 
on the prevention of genocidal death-making,” aimed to “go beyond safe, 
approved, and established paradigms of scholarship and science,” and 
was “open to the unusual, the daring, and the courageous.”3 Similarly, 
the didactic promise of emerging scholarship on genocide and its power 
therefore to shape policy-making was a key theme at a 2012 symposium 
revealingly entitled “Imagine the Unimaginable: Ending Genocide in the 
21st Century,” held at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
(USHMM) in cooperation (also revealingly) with the US Council on For-
eign Relations and CNN.4 At this same symposium, polling revealed by 
the USHMM showed that two-thirds of Americans believe that education 
is key to genocide prevention, while also displaying what historian Tim-
othy Snyder identified as a lamentable lack of historical awareness about 
almost all other instances of mass atrocity other than the Holocaust.5 

The conflict in Darfur, Sudan, which raged most devastatingly between 
2004 and 2010, was vital in stimulating this new activist interest in geno-
cide more broadly, which in turn helped precipitate the growing distinc-
tion between what Jens Meierhenrich has described as the predominant 
“vocational imperatives” at work in genocide studies today—advocacy and 
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scholarship.6 The former, which animated the work of such early scholars in 
the field as Israel Charny and Gregory Stanton, regards the academic study 
of genocidal violence in such places as Cambodia, Rwanda, the former 
Yugoslavia, and Sudan as sterile unless it gives practical, policy-focused 
application to the Holocaust-inspired slogan “never again.” Consequently, 
the IAGS, in addition to organizing conferences and publishing GSP, has 
passed a series of resolutions since 2005 condemning the conduct of such 
states as Syria, Iran, Turkey, and Zimbabwe, while also calling for military 
intervention in Darfur.7 According to Dirk Moses, this movement toward 
awakening the “consciousness of the scholarly community,” as well as the 
winding down of divisive debates over the uniqueness of the Holocaust, 
have opened up a discursive space “for a non-sectarian, non-competi-
tive, and non-hierarchical analysis of modern genocide.”8 Nevertheless, 
the IAGS’s controversial advocacy concerning Darfur, which belonged to 
what some described as an ill-informed humanitarian effort that damaged 
efforts to find local solutions to the crisis,9 highlights concerns over what 
Meierhenrich called the “continued prevalence of moralism in the study 
of genocide studies.”10 This in turn has helped to strengthen, therefore, the 
position of the second of genocide studies’ vocational imperatives—i.e., 
scholarship. Manifested in the labours of Jürgen Zimmerer, Donald Blox-
ham, Dan Stone, Ben Kiernan, and Alexander Hinton, among others—and 
expressed organizationally through the formation in 2005 of the Inter-
national Network of Genocide Scholars (INOGS), which publishes the 
research-focused JGR—this emphasis on scholarship over advocacy has, 
according to Meierhenrich, placed genocide studies on a more solid theor-
etical and empirical footing, and represents a “maturation” of the field.11

Far from achieving anything like a consensus, genocide studies schol-
ars continue to spar over the raison d’être of the field—and pace Moses’s 
prediction of accord, GSP was relaunched in 2014 as Genocide Studies 
International (GSI) in order to address renewed concerns that the latest 
scholarship on genocide studies has been similarly unsuccessful in influ-
encing policy-making in order to aid with prevention. Echoing the lament 
of Gabriel Schoenfeld almost twenty years ago regarding the “academiciz-
ation” of Holocaust history, the editors of GSI now argued that “esoteric 
discussions of abstractions using vocabulary that turns off the public” are 
emblematic of a “genocide industry” that, through a combination of disci-
plinary navel-gazing and a stubborn resistance to seeing the enormous 
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complexity of genocidal phenomena, consistently fails to transform schol-
arly rhetoric into “concrete, effective policy.”12 And so it goes.

In a limited but sincere effort to transcend these debates and div-
isions within the field of genocide studies, the organizers of the “Under-
standing Atrocities” conference aimed to raise public awareness, stimu-
late new kinds of teaching and learning on the subject, and, if possible, 
positively affect public policy by selecting a universally held assumption 
about genocide—namely, that it is an atrocity—as the centre of gravity 
for wide-ranging discussions about the nature and consequences of this 
“ongoing scourge.”13 Deliberately broad in scope and intellectual ambition, 
the conference asked participants to consider such questions as: Why is 
genocide carried out with such viciousness and cruelty? How, if at all, does 
the demonization of perpetrators of atrocity prevent us from confronting 
the complicity of others, or of ourselves? What are the limits of the law, of 
history, of literature, and of education in understanding and representing 
genocidal atrocity? What are the challenges we face in teaching and learn-
ing about extreme events such as these, and how does the language we 
use contribute to or impair what can be taught and learned about geno-
cide? Dan Stone, in asking whether it can even be said that a discipline 
of genocide studies exists, argued that scholars in this field, rather than 
engaging solely in comparative studies of genocide, “must attempt to de-
velop general, empirically informed, theoretical statements about geno-
cide as such—what it is, when it happens, who supports it, and so on.”14 
The routine identification of genocide with atrocity surely constitutes just 
such a statement—and so our concern, therefore, is with the effects of this 
identification on contemporary understandings of genocide, as both a phe-
nomenon and an experience.

One example of these effects that will be familiar to anyone who has 
taught Holocaust history is how deeply students are affected by the sub-
ject matter of such courses, and how often this generates a strong, largely 
unreflective sympathy for arguments regarding the Holocaust’s unique-
ness. Because no other mass atrocity in history has been so thoroughly 
investigated and made visible to the public in every media imaginable, it is 
very difficult getting students to problematize even basic historiographical 
claims like uniqueness, even though doing so is necessarily preliminary to 
understanding the astonishing complexity of the Holocaust as a historical 
phenomenon. Confronted—indeed, battered—by their encounters with 
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the Holocaust via popular culture, students become resistant to perspec-
tives they believe might diminish the rhetorical power of the Holocaust 
story to teach us such lessons as “never again,” the “triumph of the human 
spirit,” and “all it takes for evil to triumph is for good men to do noth-
ing”—discursive strategies whose commemorative function also, unfortu-
nately, complicates the scholarly project.15

The power of the language of atrocity, therefore, to frame debates and 
proscribe judgments on phenomena such as genocide is considerable. 
Consider an episode from nineteenth-century European history in which 
“atrocitarian” language raised concerns among contemporaries about the 
effects such rhetoric had on the public’s ability to judge properly either 
the events themselves or their government’s response to those events. At 
issue was the April 1876 uprising of Bulgarian nationalists against the 
Ottoman Empire—a revolt put down brutally by Ottoman forces, who 
destroyed whole villages and killed upwards of ten thousand people in 
a short five-week period. Unsurprisingly, the Ottomans’ conduct gener-
ated strong reactions from people throughout Europe—prompting, for 
example, British Liberal Party leader William Gladstone to write a best-
selling pamphlet entitled the Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of the 
East, in which he exclaimed:

There is not a criminal in a European gaol, there is not a cannibal 
in the South Sea Islands, whose indignation would not rise and 
overboil at the recital of that which has been done, which has too 
late been examined, but which remains unavenged; which has left 
behind all the foul and all the fierce passions that produced it, and 
which may again spring up, in another murderous harvest, from 
the soil soaked and reeking with blood, and in the air tainted with 
every imaginable deed of crime and shame.16

 
The British prime minister at the time, Benjamin Disraeli, condemned 
Gladstone’s use of such rhetoric on the grounds that it seriously compli-
cated his government’s efforts to respond to the broader European crisis 
arising from the slow demise of the Ottoman Empire.17 “The first and 
cardinal point, at the present moment,” Disraeli wrote to Sir Strafford 
Northcote, the chancellor of the exchequer, “is that no member of the Gov-
ernment should countenance the idea that we are hysterically ‘modifying’ 
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our policy, in consequence of the excited state of the public mind. If such 
an idea gets about, we shall become contemptible.”18 The ascription of the 
label “genocidal” to the group known variously as ISIS, ISIL, the Islamic 
State, and Daesh almost immediately after it began committing atrocities 
against prisoners in 2014, and the overwrought response of some Western 
states to the domestic threats this group poses, is a contemporary example 
of the same phenomenon.19

The need to distinguish, therefore, between genocide and atrocity 
seems clear, and is preliminary to Amarnath Amarasingam and Chris-
topher Powell’s application, in their contribution to this volume, of the 
concept of “proto-genocide” to the current situation in Sri Lanka. Amaras-
ingam and Powell, extending the scholarship of Zygmunt Bauman, Ben 
Kiernan, Mark Levene, and Richard Rubenstein, among others, are con-
cerned with genocide as a systemic feature of the modern sovereign state.20 
Their notion of proto-genocide, drawing on both Gregory Stanton’s model 
of the ten stages of genocide, and Tony Barta’s argument that genocide 
must be understood with reference to “relations of destruction” rather 
than policies and intentions, conceives of genocide as a distinctively mod-
ern phenomenon connected with the success of the nation-state.21 Con-
sequently, the steady growth of Sinhala nationalism since the end of the 
Sri Lankan Civil War in 2009, and the concomitant suppression, socially, 
culturally, and economically, of Tamils’ collective identity, may be prefa-
tory to a more coherent program of cultural extermination and therefore 
of genocide. The widespread atrocities committed by the Sri Lankan gov-
ernment against the Tamil minority, and the ongoing exclusion of Tamils 
from what Helen Fein terms “the universe of obligation,” indicates that 
some, but not yet all, of the conditions under which genocide will likely 
occur currently exist in Sri Lanka—a situation that merits attention from 
the international community.22

Further evidence of the proto-genocidal threat existing in Sri Lanka is 
that government’s conduct in the Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Com-
mission (LLRC), which operated in northern Sri Lanka between 2009 and 
2011. Dismissed by Amnesty International as a “dangerous charade,” and 
criticized by, among others, the Canadian government and the European 
Union for its lack of accountability and balance in apportioning blame for 
the atrocities of the civil war, the LLRC nevertheless participated in the 
construction of what Alexander Hinton has called a “transitional justice 
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imaginary” in which “violent pasts are delimited and narrowed, erasing 
historical complexities and suggesting an essentialized notion of regres-
sive being.”23 According to Laura Beth Cohen, whose chapter examines the 
Srebrenica-Potočari Memorial Center and Cemetery to the Victims of the 
1995 Genocide, transitional justice mechanisms may collide with the ways 
in which, at sites of atrocity, local memory persists and intrudes upon the 
present. Scholars such as Hinton, Roger Duthie, and Priscilla Hayner all 
argue for the importance of transitional justice initiatives, which never-
theless function uneasily alongside efforts to commemorate sites of atroc-
ity—parallel processes which, as Judy Barsalou and Victoria Baxter have 
shown, remain highly politicized because they occur in changing frames 
of time relative to the events being commemorated.24 Thus, as Cohen dem-
onstrates, atrocities like the Srebrenica genocide, when mediated by transi-
tional justice mechanisms, may become anchored in a persistent, ongoing 
present that prevents the construction of what Hinton describes as teleo-
logical historical narratives that frame the atrocities in terms of pre- and 
post-conflict states.25 In other words, genocide-as-atrocity elides both the 
broader historical frame to which the genocide belongs and the ongoing 
effects of the violence in post-conflict societies, such that time itself be-
comes “uncanny,” allowing the traumatic legacy of the genocide to persist. 

Consider, by way of contrast, the situation in Canada, where the first 
paragraph of the 2015 report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
of Canada (TRC) identifies the “cultural genocide” of Indigenous peo-
ples as both a goal and an outcome of Canada’s residential school system, 
among other instruments of settler colonialism in North America. The 
TRC report, in asserting that “reconciliation must become a way of life,” 
unambiguously identifies the effects of Canada’s genocidal legacy on both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples, and situates the atrocities of the 
residential school system within an explicit historical framework intend-
ed to resist evasion and forgetfulness.26 Moreover, the transitional justice 
imaginary performed in the report of Canada’s TRC depicts reconciliation 
as “an ongoing individual and collective process,” rather than simply a 
short-term, interim mechanism for Canada’s transition to an idealized 
post-conflict future.27 Unsurprisingly, however, the TRC’s conclusions 
also revived a long-running debate over the nature of genocide—namely, 
whether it requires the physical extermination of a people or can subsist 
solely in the destruction of a group’s social and/or cultural existence.28 This 
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same topic is examined further here by Adam Muller, who reassesses the 
impact of settler colonialism on Indigenous peoples in Canada in light of 
Raphael Lemkin’s original conception of the crime of genocide.29 On the 
one hand, what Muller calls “the partial and political character” of the 
1948 UN Genocide Convention refers in part to its silence on the matter of 
cultural genocide, despite Lemkin’s own view that such a thing exists and 
that it is often an outcome of European colonialism. On the other hand, 
both Lemkin and the convention identified the “intent to destroy” as an 
essential element of genocide, which, in assessing the genocide committed 
against Indigenous people in Canada, has proven to be highly problematic. 
Muller, drawing on the work of such disparate authorities as the German 
jurist Kai Ambos and the Canadian genocide studies scholar Andrew 
Woolford, proposes a more nuanced understanding of intent in the com-
mission of genocide—one that extends culpability beyond simply those 
who act with a specific genocidal purpose. In so doing, he not only makes 
a powerful case that the treatment of Indigenous people in Canada was 
indeed genocide, but also challenges the kind of forgetfulness that cultural 
historian Peter Burke, with whom Muller opens his chapter, described as a 
luxury enjoyed by history’s victors.30

The prevalence and persistence of historical amnesia operates, how-
ever, in various ways, arising in some instances from the atrocities that 
constitute the tissue of the genocide itself. Outright denial is both the most 
common and the most extreme example of this—extreme in the sense that 
genocidal atrocity strikes us as something that ought to be undeniable, but 
which, thanks in part to what Stone calls “the merry-go-round of defin-
itional debates,” is in fact all too common.31 Consequently, several papers 
in this volume speak to this issue directly by challenging denials. Only 
one concerns events—the Armenian genocide—that belong to the “can-
on” of genocides, while two others grapple with more contested atroci-
ties—namely, the enslavement of black Americans, and settler-colonial 
genocide against Indigenous peoples in Canada. Raffi Sarkissian’s study of 
the Toronto District School Board’s struggle to integrate the history of the 
Armenian genocide into its high school history curriculum highlights the 
intractability of denialist arguments, while echoing the work of Geoffery 
Short and Samuel Totten in arguing convincingly for the broad education-
al value of teaching students about genocide and crimes against humanity 
using various examples, including that of the Armenians.32 Steven Jacobs’s 
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essay below on William Patterson’s 1951 petition to the United Nations, 
entitled We Charge Genocide: The Crime of the Government against the 
Negro People, traces the unfortunate fate of this remarkable document, 
and urges us to reconsider its significance for the field of genocide stud-
ies. Little studied (like the broader theme of North American slavery and 
genocide), this unsuccessful petition belongs nonetheless to the legacy of 
both Lemkin’s denial that the African-American experience entailed the 
“destruction, death [and] annihilation” that distinguished genocide, and 
his views on Africans more generally.33 

But it is Kristin Burnett, Lori Chambers, and Travis Hay’s relentless 
interrogation of the media discourse concerning the 2012 state of emer-
gency declared in several northern Ontario First Nations’ communities 
in response to housing crises there that confronts most directly how 
historical amnesia and, in this case, deeply racist and sexist stereotypes 
help facilitate the denial of mass atrocities, such as the ongoing geno-
cide of Indigenous peoples in Canada. Frankly acknowledging their own 
settler privilege (and, I would add, that enjoyed by every contributor to 
this volume), Burnett, Chambers, and Hay draw on the post-colonial 
arguments of Sherene Razack, Joyce Green, and Emma LaRocque, who 
have shown that the rhetorical strategies of settler colonialism have long 
been dedicated to the construction of Indigenous difference in order to 
dehumanize and marginalize Indigenous peoples; as well as Indigenous 
feminists such as Paula Gunn Allen and Andrea Smith, who locate the 
type of sexist and racist discourse used to describe Chief Theresa Spen-
ce’s widely publicized 2012 protest in a larger constellation of gendered, 
heteropatriarchal thinking.34 

Straddling the contested space between definition and denial are the 
histories of smaller groups (nations, peoples, etc.) who, while on the mar-
gins of events, can often get caught up nonetheless in the maelstrom of 
violence genocide unleashes. Israel Charny and Tessa Hoffman, drawing 
on the once contentious debate over just how widely the boundaries of the 
“Holocaust” should be drawn when it comes to identifying non-Jewish vic-
tim groups,35 have both argued that genocide studies should adopt a more 
inclusive approach to the study of the victims of mass atrocity, including 
groups incidental to the genocidal project itself.36 It is this perspective that 
informs Andrew Basso’s contribution to this volume, in which he compara-
tively reassesses the Turkish destruction of Greek and Assyrian Christian 
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minorities alongside the Armenians, and the victimization of Hutu and 
Twa populations in the Rwandan genocide. In so doing, Basso reveals that 
it may not always be perpetrators who engage in denial through the dis-
tortion of collective memory, as victims of genocide who assume control 
of post-conflict regimes may also seek to distort the historical record for 
their own political ends.

Representations of genocide provide us with perhaps the most direct 
means for investigating the genocide-as-atrocity formulation. The geno-
cide studies literature described above considers historical, sociological, 
and anthropological representations of genocide, primarily with an eye to 
understanding how genocide happens, while the last three chapters in this 
volume consider the problem of representation from an artistic perspec-
tive, thereby aiming to bring us closer to understanding the experience of 
genocidal atrocity. Sarah Minslow, who has developed an undergraduate 
course on the subject of war and genocide in children’s literature, strug-
gled with how to get her students past the atrociousness of genocide to 
a place where they could to assess whether children’s literature about 
genocide is “good” or “bad”—a task accomplished by complicating ideas 
of the “child,” and then by locating the moral dilemmas faced by literary 
characters and how they respond to these within the specific, complex 
contexts in which they find themselves. In so doing, Minslow confronts 
the challenges of representing atrocity artistically, which, while neces-
sary in children’s literature,37 is much harder to accomplish there than 
representations of genocide—and this latter fact, I would suggest, raises 
important questions about the necessity of their pairing in other genres. 
Lorraine Markotic’s chapter on Bernhard Schlink’s bestselling novel The 
Reader—a book, like the film Schindler’s List, that’s widely used to teach 
high school and university students about the Holocaust—argues that it 
is not enough to simply remember and represent atrocities past. Instead, 
we need to think about how we are remembering and representing, reflect 
upon what thoughts we might be excluding, what conceptions we might 
be considering only in a restricted or limited form, and how our thinking 
might, even in small ways, echo the very thinking of the time period of 
the atrocities. Schlink’s writing here and elsewhere, like the Historiker-
streit (or “historians’ quarrel”) of the 1980s, postwar filmic representations 
of German history such as Heimat (1984), and responses to Europa Eur-
opa (1990), indicates that coming to terms with their country’s troubled 
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past—Vergangenheitsbewältigung—remains a challenge for Germans.38 
What Markotic reveals is that The Reader effectively denies its readers the 
possibility of thinking outside the frame of its narrative structure, thereby 
circumscribing thinking itself in a way that not only mirrors the thoughts 
of the novel’s main protagonist, but is also disturbingly reminiscent of the 
Nazi perspective both during and after the war. Markotic’s analysis of The 
Reader illustrates the importance of thinking about how we think about 
the past, something the novel—despite its reflective protagonist—insidi-
ously forecloses.

Over thirty years ago Lawrence Langer proposed that only artistic 
representations of the Holocaust “can lead the uninitiated imagination 
from the familiar realm of man’s fate to the icy atmosphere of the death 
camps”—an accomplishment that becomes “ever more necessary as that 
event recedes in time and new generations struggle to comprehend why 
a civilized country in the midst of the twentieth century coolly decided 
to murder all of Europe’s Jews.”39 It remains to be seen, however, if this is 
true. On the one hand, we’re now more than twice as distant from those 
events as was Langer when he made his plea for this “necessary art,” and 
so the poignancy of his remarks increases with the passing of the last few 
remaining survivors of the Holocaust. On the other hand, as genocidal 
atrocities have continued to occur, and as we’ve gradually come to rec-
ognize and acknowledge past atrocities as genocide, new arguments have 
emerged regarding the seductive power of art to represent violence in ways 
that history cannot.40 Patrick Anderson and Jisha Menon, for example, 
claim that the spectacular quality of violent acts deepens their cultural 
impact, and they warn therefore that performative representations of vio-
lence may become constitutive of “the context in which violence is ration-
alized and excused.” This resonates with Shoshana Felman’s claim that 
trial testimony often re-enacts the trauma of violent acts, which can never 
truly be disclosed fully either through testimony or any other means.41 
Informed by this scholarship, Donia Mounsef examines here how some 
contemporary artistic performance, contrary to longstanding assump-
tions about both decorum on the stage and the dramatic unrepresent-
ability of traumatic violence, is able to effect remarkably dense encounters 
with the ethical problems of atrocity. While the tension between atrocity 
and representation is as old as the Oresteia, the artists Mounsef discusses 
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take their audiences beyond the trauma of atrocity to its survival, with the 
spaces of their performance thus becoming important sites of resistance.

◆◆◆

Langer, introducing a collection of essays dedicated to challenging the 
irrepressible human desire to find redemption in the horrors of the Holo-
caust, wrote:

Our age of atrocity clings to the stable relics of faded eras, as if 
ideas like natural innocence, innate dignity, the inviolable spirit, 
and the triumph of art over reality were immured in some kind 
of immortal shrine, immune to the ravages of history and time. 
… As a result, the habit of discussing the past with a familiar dis-
course continues, while new models for dealing with mass murder 
intellectually, morally, historically, and philosophically do not 
proliferate.42

 
A dispiriting prediction indeed—and one that rings true when we consider 
how contemporary popular culture continues to fiercely resist facing up to 
the unsettling implications of the twentieth century’s confrontation with 
what Primo Levi called the “Gorgon.”43 However, the essays contained 
here—and indeed, the expansive state of the field of genocide studies gen-
erally—give the lie to Langer’s subsequent claim that scholars and activists 
working in this field are paralyzed by the darkness of their topic, becom-
ing like Dante’s fictional Dante, who can never again “return to the light” 
should he choose to look into the face of atrocity.44 What follows is just 
such a confrontation—and the results, I would suggest, are both disquiet-
ing and encouraging, but never timid. In a similar vein, Susan Sontag, like 
Hannah Arendt, regarded the Holocaust as incomprehensible, and that 
ultimately “the only response is to continue to hold the event in mind, to 
remember it.”45 The goal of understanding atrocities, like efforts to under-
stand the Holocaust, while aspirational, will surely remain as elusive as 
the USHMM’s goal of ending genocide in the twenty-first century. Never-
theless, as with the study of the Holocaust, we understand the compos-
ition, causes, consequences, and experience of genocide better today than 
we did even just a decade ago, and this broader understanding of the 
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phenomenon derives in large part from the adoption of new disciplinary 
perspectives and investigative methodologies. Our aim in this volume is 
to contribute to that project in the spirit of scholarly collaboration, and in 
so doing to continue to hold these tragic events in mind, and to remem-
ber them.
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