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Wh en the first report re ach ed Jon We s tern’s desk that Serb militants had ra ped a 9-ye a r- o l d

Muslim gi rl and then left her to die while her parents loo ked on hel p l e s s ly from behind a

fen ce , the U. S . S t a te Dep a rtm ent analyst calmed himsel f by rem em bering that he was

“t a u ght to be obj ective .” L i ke so many “u n bel i eva bl e” reports of s ys tem a tic tortu re and

de a t h , o t h er sources would later con f i rm this on e . We s tern’s initial skepticism was not mere

i n s en s i tivi ty, ra t h er, it is qu i te humane to bel i eve that no human being could be capable of

com m i t ting su ch a gh a s t ly atroc i ty. Un fortu n a tely, Mu s l i m s , Jews , Bu d d h i s t s , Ch ri s ti a n s ,

Af ri c a n s , Asians and Caucasians have been su bj ect to these types of c rimes so frequ en t ly in

the 20th cen tu ry due to their race , rel i gi on , or other “u n de s i ra bl e” ch a racteri s ti c s , that a

s pecial name has been given to this type of pers ec uti on : gen oc i de . For the mill i ons of vi c-

tims of gen oc i de , death did not alw ays come qu i ck ly. On the long road to death was misery

con s i s ting of hu m i l i a ti on , tortu re , ra pe , be a ti n gs , and other cru el punishmen t s .

America’s complacency in the face of genocides spanning Europe, Asia, the Middle

East, and Africa is the subject of Samantha Power’s provocative book, “A Problem from

Hell”: America and the Age of Genocide.The book surveys genocides from the Turkish

slaughter of the Armenians during World War I to the Hutu campaign to annihilate the

Tutsi minority in Rwanda in the spring of 1994. Power concludes that genocide “rages

on” because American inaction gives perpetrators a green light to wage relentless war

against innocent civilians in deliberate attempts to wipe out a whole or part of a targeted

population. Power notes that perpetrators of genocide kept “an eye trained on

Washington and other Western capitals as they decided how to proceed.” For instance,
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Saddam Hussein “rightly assumed that he would not be punished” for using poison gas

against his own people. (Hussein is the only leader ever to have done so). Likewise, from

his infamous declaration that no one “remembers the Armenians,” Hitler concluded that

no foreign power would stop him from exterminating the Jews. Perpetrators of other

genocides followed a similar pattern.

In the arena of international affairs,those who get too bogged down in human rights

are often thought to be “flaky” or “too emotional” to make sound political decisions.

Instead, “policy is made by the ‘tough-minded,’ or the ‘rational’ people” says former

National Security Adviser Anthony Lake. “To talk of suffering” according to Lake,“is to

lose ‘effectiveness,’ almost to lose one’s grip.”

Though her 610-page book depicts quite possibly the worst “suffering” known to

man, Samantha Power is not charged solely by emotion. She demonstrates a clear under-

standing of the realist paradigm of power defined by “national interest.” In “A Problem

from Hell,” genocide accounts are intertwined with remarkably well-documented

reportage of Washington’s responses to the crimes. It would be irresponsible and inaccu-

rate for foreign policy makers to dismiss this book as quixotic.

Perhaps the most riveting secti on displaying the ut ter inacti on of U. S . officials is her

det a i l ed account of R w a n d a , ori gi n a lly publ i s h ed in The At l a n tic Mo n t h ly last Septem ber.

The Rwandan gen oc i de moved forw a rd with full force ,l e aving over 800,000 de ad in just 100

d ays because Am erica has alw ays con s i dered Af rica to be out s i de the “n a ti onal intere s t .”

One of the few active propon ents of m i l i t a ry interven ti on in Rwanda was Ca n adian Ma j or

G en eral Rom eo Dall a i re , com m a n der of UN pe ace keeping forces in Rwanda. D a ll a i re

m eti c u l o u s ly calculated that he would need on ly 5,000 UN troops to stop the gen oc i de .

Even if Am erica had sent the bulk of the troops for this mission , the nu m ber would not

h ave exceeded 3,000 (an incred i bly modest request to a co u n try whose military is larger

than the rest of the worl d ’s com bi n ed ) . In s te ad , U. S . Sec ret a ry of S t a te Wa rren Ch ri s toph er

rej ected Dall a i re’s requ e s t . The probl em was not that Am erica did not have the re s o u rces to

s top the horrific atroc i ti e s . Ra t h er, po l i tics govern ed the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on’s Rwanda

policy (or lack thereof) . As one U. S . official noted , “a nytime you men ti on ed pe ace keeping 

in Af rica the cru c i f i xes and the ga rlic would come up on every door.” The qu e s ti on of i n ter-

vening in Af rica has never scored favo u ra ble ra ti n gs with the Am erican publ i c .

The influence of oversimplified public opinion polls on all presidents’ intervention

decisions has cost the lives of millions across the world. Most historians agree,however,

In A Problem from Hell, genocide accounts are intertwined 

with remarkably well-documented re p o rtage of Wa s h i n g t o n

responses to the crimes. It would be irresponsible and inaccurate 

for foreign policy makers to dismiss this book as quixotic. 



65

that while mediocre presidents follow polls, great presidents shape them. To follow a

poll, as every U.S. president since Jimmy Carter has done where genocide is concerned,

requires nothing more than complacency and inaction. By contrast, to shape polls, as

former President George Bush did to rally Americans behind the Persian Gulf War, is far

more risky, yet quite possible. Power points out that “a week after Saddam Hussein

invaded Kuwait, a majority of Americans opposed invading Iraq or even staging air

strikes against Iraqi military bases.” A 62 percent majority of Americans feared war with

Iraq could become “another Vietnam.” Yet, after Bush mobilized American forces against

Iraq, “more than 80 percent backed Bush’s decision to fight.”

The Gulf War proved a quick, decisive victory for the United States and, although

Bush boasted the “Vietnam syndrome” was finally “over,” he ignored the fact that very

few Americans had lost their lives while freeing Kuwait from Iraqi occupation. Since the

Gulf War, three genocides, Bosnia, Rwanda,and Kosovo, have taken place and American

leaders and citizens alike refused to risk American lives for a “humanitarian” cause.

Today, the “we must never forget” mantra finds itself embedded in two very different

legacies: Vietnam and the Holocaust. While the first has effectively shaped foreign policy,

the latter continues to shape only museums and other monuments. Masses of outspoken

Americans successfully influenced foreign policy in the later stages of the Vietnam War.

The antiwar faction or the “doves” were horrified when they saw televised images of the

brutal war America was waging on a country as far away from home as geography per-

mits. News stations reported murders of innocent civilians, allegations of rape, and

burnings of villages nearly every day during the war. The circumstances are not all that

different from genocide. Ironically, after the wave of such spirited and widespread politi-

cal activism that defined American culture in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when “our

nation’s long nightmare” finally ended in 1975, the legacy the war extolled was in sharp

contrast to the immediate activism that the war had fueled. Instead of continuing to

engage in politics and challenge the government, the antiwar generation assumed an

apathetic disengagement from foreign affairs. That was Vietnam’s long-lasting legacy.

During Vietnam, Americans took an active interest in the treatment of human beings

way off in Southeast Asia. So much so that Richard Lemkin, the Polish lobbyist who

introduced the word genocide—meaning “mass killing”—to the world in 1945, would

have considered the American response to the war major progress in his own cause to

Although many people still empathize with Anne Frank’s moving

conclusion over 50 years ago that “in spite of every t h i n g … p e o p l e

a re really good at heart,” it takes something more than inhere n t

kindness to stop the rise of genocide. It takes courage.



wake people up to the horrors of genocide. Lemkin once asked a group of Americans,

“If women, children, and old people would be murdered a hundred miles from here,

wouldn’t you run to help? Then why do you stop this decision of your heart when the

distance is 3,000 miles instead of a hundred?”

It is much easier not to act or to ignore than to do the opposite. While Vietnam’s

“never forget” legacy has been one of inaction, to take on the legacy of the Holocaust

would call for decisive action as well as human sacrifice.

And although many people still empathize with Anne Frank’s moving conclusion over 50

years ago that “in spite of everything…people are really good at heart,” it takes some-

thing more than inherent kindness to stop the rise of genocide. It takes courage. The

“vital interests” of a hegemon are often defined by economic opportunity. Power argues,

however, that genocide is such a ghastly crime that it not only inflicts death upon mass

amounts of people, it also galvanizes everyone in its periphery and therefore must be an

exception where “vital interests” and humanitarianism converge. As Lemkin himself once

wrote, “Certainly human beings are more important than a ship and its cargo.”

Samantha Power’s book “A Problem from Hell” is remarkable in both its personal

style as well as its well-thought-out arguments proving why America could, and should,

stop genocide. She has written a book addressing what may well be the most important

crisis of the 20th century. She attempts to fold genocide—the worst crime any single

individual could possibly commit— into the “vital interest.” Perhaps most alarming is

that at this writing, no U.S. president has ever suffered politically for neglecting the mil-

lions of victims of genocide. This shames not only the leaders who knew and did noth-

ing, but also citizens who did not want to know, and remained as complacent as the

majority of Germans did during the Third Reich.

Rob Ponce is a student at Bard College and attended the Bard Globalization and

International Affairs program in spring 2002. He is editor of BardPolitik.
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Samantha Powers proves the U.S. stood
by knowingly while the Rwandan
Genocide was taking place. Soldiers
watch as skulls are exhumed from a
massacre site for a reburial ceremony.
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