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Abstract 
Genocide studies typically emphasizes economics, law, history, political science, and 

sociology as the disciplines most relevant to understanding the phenomenon of premeditated mass 

slaughter, and the scholarship has been dominated by men, both as subjects and authors. 

Engendering Genocide intervenes in a field traditionally dominated by the social sciences, 

illustrating how U.S. literary and cultural texts provide a space for their creators and their 

audiences to imagine the transnational, gendered, and often quotidian nature of genocide. 

Weaving together literary criticism, feminist theory, and a transnational American Studies 

methodology, this project analyzes representations of the crime in the twentieth-century United 

States. Unbound to the empirical protocol of social sciences, my objects of study—which include 

novels, memoirs, manifestos, photographs, and film—allow for the imagination of political 

possibilities unafforded to other disciplines. I demonstrate that by giving this crime a name and 

telling its story, the figures in my project relied on both word and image in order to make visible a 

specific kind of violence they saw repeating in different iterations throughout human history, and 

in turn, to instigate nations to interfere in the domestic affairs of other sovereign powers. By 

chronicling their efforts, Engendering Genocide considers the ethical and aesthetic challenges and 

consequences involved in these acts of representation. Based on this analysis, I ultimately 

conclude that the horror of genocide cannot be fully represented—and that’s precisely one of the 

factors that makes the crime so dangerous: it can hide, so to speak, in plain sight.  
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Introduction: Engendering Genocide   
It was over ten years ago, during my time as a U.S. Peace Corps Volunteer, that I began 

to grapple with the ethical implications not only of language and stories, but of a single word. 

Prior to my graduate studies, during 27 months of volunteer service in Rwanda, I witnessed the 

aftermath of genocide in a country striving to heal. I encountered citizens who recoiled at even 

the mention of Hollywood’s most famous representation of their story: Hotel Rwanda, they said, 

was entirely too kind to the West. In Kigali bookstores, I perused books excoriating the global 

deification of the film’s hero, hotel manager Paul Rusesabagina, once deemed the “Rwandan 

Schindler.”1 This same man was now on his native country’s blacklist for allegedly lying about 

the extent of his role in saving hundreds of persecuted Tutsi citizens. Meanwhile, across the street 

at the remodeled four-star Mille Collines, the film’s eponymous hotel, guests sipped cocktails and 

dipped their toes in the swimming pool. On my weekly trip to the market, I would pass the 

Parliament of Rwanda, where the percentage of women parliamentarians (56.3%) surpassed all 

other nations. Like the bullet holes that riddled the building’s walls, this phenomenon, originating 

in a gender disparity among survivors in the wake of the genocide, was an indirect legacy of the 

events of 1994.2  

On April 7, 2011, the beginning of the annual 100-day genocide memorial period, I 

listened to President Paul Kagame censure what he perceived as a hypocritical West for accusing 

him of human rights abuses such as political assassinations and media censorship in his own 

country. Independent journalists had recently questioned his human rights record, and prior to the 

 

1 For an example of such a book, see Ndahiro and Rutazibwa, Hotel Rwanda, or the Tutsi Genocide as Seen by 
Hollywood. For an analysis of the film and its implications for peacebuilding in the nation, see Dokotum,  
2 In 1994 following the genocide, 60 to 70% of the surviving population was female; in 2003, the constitution decreed 
that at least 30 percent of seats in parliament be reserved for women, a quota that was soon surpassed (Warner). As of 
February 2019, Rwanda still leads the world with the highest percentage of female parliamentarians (61.3%)((Women 
in Parliaments: World Classification).  
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country’s presidential election in August 2010, one of them had even called compared him to 

Hitler.3 Speaking to a stadium full of mourning guests, many of whom had survived the genocide, 

Kagame questioned how anyone abroad had the audacity to criticize his leadership after turning 

away from Rwanda’s suffering 17 years earlier.  

Indeed, in 1994 many international actors, including the United States, had resisted 

intervening in the conflict, let alone calling the crime by its proper name. Exactly fifty years after 

Jewish Polish lawyer and linguist Raphael Lemkin officially coined the word “genocide” in his 

1944 book Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, members of the global community evaded its use in the 

case of Rwanda, a small, landlocked country perceived to have little geopolitical significance. On 

May 1, 1994, a discussion paper on Rwanda prepared in the Office of the U.S. Secretary of 

Defense warned American officials, “Be Careful. Legal at State was worried about this 

yesterday—Genocide finding could commit [the U.S. government] to actually ‘do something’” 

(qtd. in Power, “A Problem from Hell” 359).4 Most famously, Christine Shelley, a U.S. State 

Department spokesperson, went to Herculean lengths to avoid the label on June 10, 1994—more 

than two months after the mass exterminations had begun on April 7. In a press conference, she 

performed sophist backflips, telling reporters that even though thousands of individuals had been 

butchered in Rwanda, only “acts of genocide”—but not genocide—were occurring (qtd. in 

Problem xxii). As Samantha Power writes, in the case of Rwanda, given the premeditated, ethnic-

based violence enacted with the goal of eliminating the nation’s Tutsi population, “the case for a 

label of genocide was the most straightforward since the Holocaust” (Problem 362). By July of 

 

3 For more on the circumstances surrounding this event, see Holland. 
4 As Power writes, this tendency to avoid the use of “genocide” fits a larger pattern in the U.S. government: “They can 
in good conscience favor stopping genocide in the abstract, while simultaneously opposing American involvement in 
the moment” (Problem xviii). 
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that year, nearly a million lives had been lost in the most efficient mass killing since the 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Gourevitch 3).  

By the time I arrived in 2010, the Rwandan government had adopted and integrated a 

cognate of Lemkin’s word—jenocide—to officially narrate their own history.5 Only short 

distance from the American embassy, the Kigali Genocide Memorial, designed by Aegis Trust, a 

British-based non-governmental organization, featured an exhibit with a timeline of twentieth-

century genocides, including Armenia, Cambodia, Namibia, the Holocaust, and the Balkans.6 

Outside the capital, in memorial sites such as countryside churches and schools, Rwandan guides, 

often survivors of the genocide, would orally narrate the events of 1994, pointing to displays of 

carefully sorted skulls, femurs, and hip bones collected from the dead. In the town of Nyamata, 

when I asked a guide in a church about a faded terra cotta-colored stain near a window, he 

explained that infants’ heads had been crushed against that particular wall in 1994. In private 

conversations, some Rwandans would whisper to me that the genocidal violence wasn’t only 

against the Tutsi, the minority ethnic group traditionally privileged by the German and then 

Belgian colonists, but also against moderate Hutus who refused to participate in massacres. Both 

the stories and the silences were dizzying. From April through June of each of the three years of 

my stay, I walked past the purple banners fluttering in the Kigali breeze: “Twibuke Jenocide 

Yakorewe Abatutsi 1994.”7 Let us remember the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi. I came to 

 

5 In Kinyarwanda, the national language of Rwanda, the word “itsembabwoko,” which literally means “to decimate” the 
“bwoko,” or the clan identity in the nation prior to division into ethnic groups, was coined by the government and 
survivor groups to describe the genocidal atrocities (Barlet 234). In 2002, the Rwandan government replaced 
“itsembabwoko-n’itsembatsemba” with the word jenocide, a transliteration in the Kinyarwanda alphabet from the 
English word, in its new constitution (Semujanga 13). 
6 According to the Kigali Genocide Memorial website, this exhibit is currently called “Wasted Lives,” a title given 
“because some of the massacres documented there have not been recognized by international law” (“Exhibitions”). 
7 In 2008, the Rwandan government determined that the official designation would be “genocide against Tutsi,” or 
jenoside yakorewe Abatutsi” (qtd. in Semujanga 13). 
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realize that both in its absence or its presence, whether accepted or contested, a single word 

matters. And so do the narratives that surround it.  

Engendering Genocide grows out of my conviction that the choices made in 

representations of genocide have broad ethical and gendered consequences that range from the 

personal to the global. This project is my attempt to solve a puzzle of how several jagged 

pieces—narratives about genocide, gender disparities, and the indirect but omnipresent role of the 

United States in atrocities unfolding abroad—might fit together. What can representations, 

especially those in the United States, of “genocide,” a term coined only in the mid-twentieth 

century, do? Or, perhaps more importantly, what can they fail to do? And how effectively—if at 

all—can literature, art, photography and film, portray this crime with a relatively recently minted 

name? To address these questions, I weave together literary criticism, feminist theory, and a 

transnational American Studies methodology to examine representations of the crime in the 

twentieth-century United States. The figures studied in this project—ranging from lawyers and 

philosophers to photojournalists, novelists, and filmmakers—help us to see the transnational, 

gendered, and often quotidian nature of genocidal violence. By chronicling these efforts, 

Engendering Genocide considers the ethical and aesthetic challenges and political consequences 

involved in these acts of representation. 

In four chapters, the project traces the power (and limits) of U.S. representations of 

“genocide” beginning with descriptions of atrocities in the early 1900s before the coinage of the 

term (chapter 1) and Lemkin’s efforts to coin a term to describe this crime in the 1940s (chapter 

2). It then analyzes the subsequent circulation of the term in the postwar era (chapter 3), and 

accounts of genocide that explore the limits of representation in the face of such atrocities 

(chapter 4). I demonstrate that by giving this crime a name and telling its story, Lemkin and the 

figures in my project relied on both word and image to make visible a specific kind of violence 
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they saw repeating in different iterations throughout human history, and in turn, to enable nations 

to interfere in the domestic affairs of other sovereign powers. Based on this analysis, I ultimately 

conclude that neither the horror nor the magnitude of the crime can be fully represented—and 

that’s precisely one of the factors that makes genocide so dangerous: it can hide, so to speak, in 

plain sight. 

By integrating three strands of scholarship—gender studies, genocide studies, and U.S. 

literary studies—my research attends to texts, perspectives, and geographies often occluded or 

erased by narratives that privilege male perspectives through the disciplinary lens of the social 

sciences. At this interdisciplinary crossroads—U.S. literary and visual representations of 

gendered experiences of the crime—I demonstrate that while genocide and its aftermath can be 

sensational, it can also be quotidian, quietly shaping worldviews of victims, perpetrators, and 

bystanders, often in private or domestic settings. It can reside in the parlor of Frau Bertholt 

(Marlene Dietrich), a Nazi widow in Stanley Kramer’s film Judgment at Nuremberg (1961), in 

which she expresses sympathy for the Third Reich to an American judge (Spencer 

Tracy)(01:23:10- 01:27:30). It can be found in a 1904 photograph taken by missionary Alice 

Harris in the Belgian Congo, where a Congolese father gazes at a single foot, all that remains of 

his cannibalized daughter. It exists in a moment in Zadie Smith’s 2012 short story, “The Embassy 

of Cambodia,” in which Fatou, an enslaved woman from Côte d’Ivoire living in modern-day 

London, wonders aloud to her Nigerian friend over coffee why the deaths in the Holocaust 

overshadow those in Rwanda (26). Such representations can help us think about genocide 

differently: as a crime that is not only public but private, not only sensational but mundane, not 

only gender-neutral but gendered. If we can better recognize these nuanced iterations, then 

perhaps genocide can be predicted more precisely, named more quickly, and prevented more 

effectively. 
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- 

Engendering Genocide: Representations of Violence in the Long Twentieth Century 

intervenes in a field traditionally dominated by the social sciences to illustrate how U.S. literary 

and cultural texts provide a space for their creators and their audiences to imagine the quotidian 

and often gendered nature of genocide. The field of genocide studies typically emphasizes 

economics, law, history, political science, psychology, and sociology as the disciplines most 

relevant to understanding the phenomenon of premeditated mass slaughter, and the scholarship has 

been dominated by men, both as subjects and authors.8 Unbound to the empirical protocol of social 

sciences, my objects of study allow for the imagination of political possibilities not always afforded 

to other mediums by wandering into the fantastical, the real, or the phantasmagoric, zigzagging 

across genre, mode, and symbol.  

In this regard, I build on scholarship on literary and visual representations of genocide, 

particularly the Holocaust, from the interdisciplinary field of trauma studies. Analysts and critics 

such as Cathy Caruth, Georges Bataille, Shoshana Felman, Harold Bloom, and Dori Laub have 

suggested that trauma is recognizable precisely because it cannot be directly represented.9 

Instead, as Caruth writes, it is “a history that can be grasped only in the very inaccessibility of its 

occurrence” (8). In other words, paradoxically, the absence of direct representation of trauma 

(whose etymology can be traced to the Greek word for “wound”) indicates its presence (“trauma, 

n.”).10 Yet while many of these scholars have focused on either the written text, such as the poetry 

of Holocaust survivor Paul Celan, or on visual cultures, such as Claude Lanzmann’s documentary 

film Shoah, my research queries how word and image interact—complementing, complicating, or 

 

8 For examples of anthologies and genocide readers that either neglect or marginalize literary considerations of the 
topic as well those with scholarship predominantly authored by men, see Jones; Totten and Bartrop; and Meierhenrich. 
9 Essays by many of these scholars are included in the anthology edited by Caruth, Trauma: Explorations in Memory 
(1995). 
10 For a contextualization of the uses of the vocabulary of “trauma” in recent decades, see Fassin and Rechtman. 
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chafing against one another. As French philosopher and art historian Georges Didi-Huberman 

writes, “in each testimonial production, in each act of memory, language and image are 

absolutely bound to one another, never ceasing to exchange their reciprocal lacunae” (26). 

Literary critic Roland Barthes’ work in Image-Music-Text on the interdependence between image 

and word also provides a methodological framework for much of my analysis. 

Literary criticism, moreover, offers something no other discipline can: a space in which 

to radically question the very nature of storytelling itself. Take, for instance, the narratological 

battle in 1905 between Belgian’s monarch and Mark Twain, who excoriated crimes against 

humanity in the Congo Free State in his satirical literary pamphlet, King Leopold’s Soliloquy. In 

the war of stories, Twain and Leopold II were fighting in hand-to-hand combat, exemplifying the 

ways in which narratives can both document and deny violations of human rights. By re-

presenting visual imagery of Leopold’s collective violence, Twain and the Liverpool-based 

Congo Reform Association enlisted literature in their attempt to represent the atrocities taking 

place across the Atlantic, raising a collective awareness that would set the stage for political 

intervention. These efforts hit a nerve with the Belgian government, which published An Answer 

to Mark Twain, a propagandistic pamphlet that refuted the American author’s King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy line by line. But Twain did not limit his strategy to words alone; he insisted on 

including woodcut prints from eyewitness photographs of limbless children, or, inversely, severed 

limbs, provided stark visual proof of collective colonial violence. A consideration of literary 

works such as Twain’s underscores the value of a more capacious interdisciplinary approach to 

genocide studies, especially since Raphael Lemkin himself included the Belgian Congo in his 

unfinished and unpublished multi-volume history of crime (Lemkin on Genocide 18).  

I propose that methods of literary and cultural criticism can offer insight into how a 

certain kind of thinking emerged, which can make it possible to address the problem from a 
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widened variety of approaches. If ethics, as political scientist Kristen Monroe writes, is partly 

about how we classify and categorize others—and how we act upon that understanding—then 

genocide is a crucible of ethics (14). In other words, the crime of genocide, which taxonomizes 

persons according to some aspect of their identity—ethnic, religious, racial, or national—in order 

to eliminate their very existence, is a crime in which the act of categorization is most deadly. For 

example, in 1990 in Rwanda, the Hutu newspaper Kangura (“Wake Up”) published its “Ten 

Commandments of the Hutu,” a list that invoked Biblical overtones to villainize “dishonest” and 

“traitorous” Tutsis, further laying the ideological foundations for the genocide in 1994 (qtd. in 

Power, Problem 338-339). By depicting how individuals narrate their lived experiences of 

geopolitical events, the cultural texts in this project expose what Monroe calls an “ethical 

framework” or a person’s particular “way of seeing the world and one’s self in the world” (16). 

Representations matter not only because they allow us to think through the aftermath of a crime 

in the past, but also because they can lead to categorizations that may ultimately culminate in 

genocide in the present.  

Throughout my project, questions of gender, ethics, and literary and cultural 

representation are deeply intertwined. I build on the recent work of feminist scholars who argue 

that to more fully analyze the violence of genocide, we must also examine the unique ways in 

which women experience its effects. Critic Amy Randall explains how an examination of the 

intersection of gender and genocide deepens understanding, “shed[ding] light on how discourses 

of femininity and masculinity, gender norms, and understandings of female and male identities 

contribute to victims’ experiences and responses” (1). From the work of playwright Jackie 

Sibblies Drury, who documents the historical trauma of the Herero genocide, to Even the Rain, a 

film by Icíar Bollaín about the structural legacies of Columbus’ genocide in the New World, I 

show how the women featured in my dissertation provide perspectives that capture the daily 



 

 9 

experience of genocide’s totalizing violence. They help us see that the language and imagery of 

genocide is not confined to the moment of the event but can precede it and live on well beyond its 

formal conclusion.  

Where studies of genocide have traditionally defined the crime as acts of explicit 

violence, women’s accounts of the experience often begin with the daily hardships that forecast 

threats to social stability and human rights. The feminist theorist Chandra Mohanty has shown 

how women’s traditional tasks put them in a bellwether position to experience the societal 

impacts of institutional violence, such as limited access to food, water, and education (232). 

While Mohanty discusses how impoverished women in what she calls the “Two-Thirds World” 

occupy a position to manifest the effects of structural violence—particularly capitalism, 

globalization, and the legacies of colonialism—my project in turn hinges on how representations 

of the daily lives of girls and women can serve as a barometer to the effects of genocide (251). 

These perspectives can thereby offer greater insight into the gendered and often mundane 

mechanisms of the crime that precede expressions of explicit violence. Anne Frank’s diary, a 

story adapted to both stage and screen in the 1950s United States, is perhaps the most famous 

example of this phenomenon. Written as a series of letters to “Kitty,” her epistolary entries 

chronicle the escalation of antisemitism, beginning with daily deprivations under Nazi 

occupation, which ultimately forced her family to hide for years in an Amsterdam annex prior to 

Frank’s death in 1945 in Bergen-Belsen. These insights into the mundane aspects of genocide, in 

turn, enhance our understanding of the nature and pathway of the crime: the broader modes of 

group destruction, the processes through which a group is weakened, and the less visible 

aggressions that facilitate the dominance of the oppressor.  

As evidenced by American photojournalist Margaret Bourke-White, who interviewed 

German hausfraus and Hitler Maidens in the wake of the Third Reich’s collapse, women authors 
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and artists are more likely to represent other women in their work—as witnesses, as survivors, or 

even as perpetrators—thereby adding a largely missing perspective to the study of genocide. 

Bourke-White’s photojournalism reveals that genocidal thought can take root not only in 

Kafkaesque offices or concentration camps, but in the quotidian privacy of domestic, and hence, 

traditionally feminine spheres, such as parlors, kitchens, and nurseries. Decades earlier, Ravished 

Armenia, the 1917 memoir of Aurora Mardiganian, who has retroactively been called the “Anne 

Frank” of the Armenian genocide, documents how, prior to the massacres and forced deportations 

of 1915, Turkish soldiers stormed into to her family’s house.11 Separating “all Armenian 

Christian women, young and old,” from men, they soon embarked upon a campaign of forced 

religious conversion to Islam, sadomasochistic sexual violence, and massacre (76). Mardiganian’s 

eyewitness account, which includes scenes in her family home in Tchemesh-Gedzak as well as 

those in the private chambers of Turkish warlord Hadji Ghafour’s harem, documents a 

perspective missing from widely read reports penned by male eyewitness such as missionary 

Clarence Ussher’s An American Physician in Turkey (1917) or U.S. Ambassador Henry 

Morgenthau’s Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story (1918).   

Women actors, victims, and witnesses are also more likely to have been erased or 

discarded from the archives. A case in point is Alice Seeley Harris, the British missionary whose 

atrocity photographs of the Belgian Congo appeared in Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy. In the 

captions of humanitarian circulars, her name was sometimes replaced with that of her husband, 

John H. Harris (Morel 144). In her 2012 play We Are Proud to Present a Presentation about the 

Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as Southwest Africa, from the German Sudwestafrika, 

Between 1884-1915, American playwright Jackie Sibblies Drury calls the audience’s attention to 

 

11 Mardiganian was also called the “Joan of Arc” of Armenia (Frieze, “Arshaluys Mardigian/Aurora Mardiganian: 
Absorption, Stardom, Exploitation, and Empowerment” 59). 
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individuals—such as a nameless Herero woman in an undated photograph—about whom no 

written records have been kept. One of the characters, a black woman, laments this lacuna of a 

story “about people I’d never heard of, in a place I’d never cared about…An entire tribe of people 

nearly destroyed” (49). In what Tina Campt, a black feminist critic of visual cultures, might call 

“listening to images,” the character sees a resemblance to her own grandmother in the 

photograph, and in imagining her story, she feels a melancholic kinship across temporal and 

geographic distances. 

Alongside privileging literary criticism and feminist studies over social sciences and 

male-dominated scholarship, my project also makes a third major intervention: it shifts the 

conventional geographical coordinates of genocide studies. The crime of “genocide” is often 

imagined as something that happens—or matters—only beyond U.S. borders. Grounded in a 

transnational approach, my research refutes that assumption. In this regard, the dissertation 

privileges the U.S. as a central site within the geography of genocide studies. As Power has 

shown in her widely read book, “A Problem from Hell”: America and the Age of Genocide, the 

United States has been a key player in choosing whether or not the international community 

intervenes in foreign genocides. Taking a humanistic approach, my questions approach the topic 

from a different angle: I examine how narratives—whether stories, conventions, photographs, or 

film—shape U.S. understandings of a global crime whose name is new but whose history is old. 

As James Dawes writes in The Novel of Human Rights, human rights rhetoric produced by and 

for US-based audiences “must be understood in its complicated relation (sometimes collaborative, 

sometimes antagonistic) not only to US civil rights movements but also to totalizing historical 

narratives of US exceptionalism, interventionism, and expansionism” (10).  

Expanding on these findings, I demonstrate that the word’s use in the decades since its 

coinage highlights multiple contexts: how it is used to justify a nation’s intervention in another 
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sovereign power, but also the attention it calls to certain forms of structural violence. The term 

has resurfaced in U.S. history, in references, for example, to Native genocide, racial slavery and 

its aftermath, Japanese concentration camps, and the American government’s complicity with 

Hitler’s regime. In recent years, critical race theorists such as Dylan Rodríguez have criticized the 

field of genocide studies for its erasure of such questions of racialized violence, calling for new 

ways of thinking about the rhetorical and political power of the term. Drawing upon scholars such 

as Sylvia Wynter, Frantz Fanon, and Aimé Césaire, Rodríguez invokes what he calls “a morbid 

and weaponized poetry of insurrection” exemplified in invocation of the term by the Civil Rights 

Congress (26). In 1951, this group of African American intellectuals and activists accused the 

United States of the crime in their manifesto We Charge Genocide—a document that I discuss in 

the third chapter.  

Most recently, the use of “genocide” has taken a surreal turn—what we might call the 

opposite of a “poetics”—and has been called upon not to prevent extermination of minorities, but 

instead to catalyze violence against these groups. Over the past several decades, white nationalists 

have embraced a conspiracy theory known as “white genocide,” casting themselves as victims of 

a non-white and often Jewish plot to drive the white race toward demographic “extinction.”12 My 

research shows that whether invoked, contested, or avoided, the word “genocide” and the stories 

surrounding it carry geopolitical weight. While the study of genocide is inherently normative in 

 

12 The theoretical underpinnings of “white genocide” predate the term’s popularity, including Nativist and eugenicist 
tracts such as Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great Race (1916), which called for “racial hygiene” and winnowing 
out the “non-Nordic European” races from the others. Hitler later called Grant’s book his “Bible” (qtd. in Kühl 85). The 
term “white genocide” appeared in 1972 in the American Nazi Party’s White Power newspaper and then was 
popularized in neo-Nazi David Lane’s White Genocide Manifesto (1995). For more on the history of the term’s 
circulation, see also Schwartzburg. An ideological cousin of the term, with origins in France, is le grand remplacement, 
or the “Great Replacement” theory, popularized in Renaud Camus’ 2011 book of the same title. Literary avatars of this 
ideology include William Luther Pierce’s The Turner Diaries (1978), an American novel which inspired, among other 
crimes, the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing, and Jean Raspail’s Le Camp des Saints (1973), a French novel referenced 
by Steve Bannon and Stephen Miller.  
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that it seeks to prevent the recurrence of the crime, my particular approach, which integrates 

gender and representation, captures understudied elements of this ethical project.   

- 

Engendering Genocide considers representations of several major genocides spanning the 

twentieth century. These include the events in German South West Africa (1904), the Belgian 

Congo (1905), Armenia (1915), the Holocaust (1939-1945), Indonesia (1965-66), Cambodia 

(1975-1979), and Rwanda (1994). What unites the instances of mass violence that I address—

ranging from German South West Africa in 1904 to Rwanda, 90 years later—is that they 

exemplify certain aesthetic strategies employed in representing genocide and raising awareness in 

the hopes of what their creators perceived as social justice or political intervention. These 

strategies range from pastiche to neologism to sentimentality to sexualized sensationalism. They 

all help to answer the question of what a single word and the stories surrounding it can do. Some 

of these depictions inaugurated broad, even if belated, awareness in the United States (e.g., 

Armenia, the Belgian Congo, the Holocaust) that set the protocol for later narrative strategies in 

human rights campaigns. Others, such as the genocide against the Herero in German South West 

Africa (now known as Namibia) in 1904, were virtually absent from U.S. media at the time of 

occurrence—a lacuna that later artists and activists have sought to highlight.  

In curating the genocides represented in this project, I have found a compass in the 

methodological model proposed by critic Michael Rothberg: “multidirectional memory,” or the 

way different historical memories may productively interact. Rothberg defines the concept as an 

alternative to the model of competitive memory (“a zero-sum struggle over scarce resources”); 

instead, multidirectional memory is “subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and 

borrowing; as productive and not privative” (3). In the case of multidirectional memory, an 

“interaction of different historical memories”—such as that of Armenia and the Holocaust—
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“illustrates a productive, intercultural dynamic” (3). An example of this model of reading 

historical genocides side by side can be found in Atom Egoyan’s film Ararat (2002). In one 

scene, Raffi, an Armenian-Canadian character, compares the Armenian genocide to the 

Holocaust. Not only does Raffi highlight similarities between the two genocides (explaining how 

Turkey wasn’t at war with the Armenians, just as Germany wasn’t at war with the Jews); through 

his quoting of Hitler’s rhetorical question (“Who remembers the extermination of the 

Armenians?”), he illustrates how the historical amnesia of genocidal violence can abet the 

perpetuation of similar crimes (01:02:56-01:04:33). For Raffi, the memories are 

multidirectional—not competing with each other, but, as Rothberg might say, “productive and not 

privative.” In evoking Hitler’s understanding of Armenia, the character attempts to make sense of 

the danger of denial and how memories of historical genocides interact.   

Informed by Rothberg’s model of multidirectional memory, this project analyzes and 

curates various representations of historical events because of the way that they productively 

illuminate aspects of each other. For instance, the bowdlerization of Anne Frank’s diary by U.S. 

producers in the 1950s helps to track the predominance of Hollywood’s subsequent privileging of 

what critic Dominick LaCapra might call “harmonizing narratives” about genocides: The Killing 

Fields (1984), Schindler’s List (1993), and Hotel Rwanda (2004). In contrast, though about 

different historical genocides—Rwanda, Armenia, Indonesia, and even Christopher Columbus’ 

massacres in the West Indies—several contemporary films adopt a fractured narrative strategy, 

collectively revealing a pattern that suggests the impossibility of capturing genocide on screen. 

Hannah Arendt’s journalist portrait of an elusive Nazi criminal in 1961’s Eichmann in Jerusalem 

can help us make sense of the way Nobel Peace Prize recipient Aung Sun Suu Kyi can inhabit so 

many contradictions as placards outside the Hague in December 2019 accused her, a former 

heroine of human rights, of condoning genocide against the Rohingya, a religious minority in 
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Myanmar (Bowcott, “Aung Sun Suu Kyi Heads to the Hague for Myanmar Genocide 

Showdown”). Like Eichmann in 1961, she does not fit the present-day profile of a traditional 

genocidaire.  

- 

Each chapter shows how the global geopolitics of genocide manifest in the experience of 

individuals. Chapter 1, “Unbribable Witnesses: Words, Images, and Representations of Genocide 

Avant la Lettre,” considers how the crime that would become known as genocide was represented 

in fiction, film, and mainstream media before the coinage of the term. Mark Twain’s King 

Leopold’s Soliloquy (1905), a satirical pamphlet chronicling the crimes of King Leopold in the 

Belgian Congo Free State, and Aurora Mardiganian’s Ravished Armenia (1917), an eyewitness 

memoir and film of the atrocities committed by the Ottoman Empire, are two case studies that 

allow us to see what representational strategies were called upon before the word “genocide” 

came to be. In this chapter, I argue that prior to the word’s coinage, artists and humanitarian 

activists relied on yoking together eyewitness accounts and graphic imagery to sensationalize 

narratives of the crime that would attract Euro-American audiences’ attention in the hopes of 

political intervention. In collaboration with the Congo Reform Association, Twain relied on 

pastiche, stitching together a patchwork of genres: literary devices (Shakespearean soliloquy, 

political satire), human rights rhetoric, and eyewitness missionary accounts. He also included 

illustrations, including stick figures, line drawings, and gruesome woodcuts based on eyewitness 

accounts, especially from British missionary Alice Harris. Nearly a decade later, in the wake of 

the massacres in Armenia, Hollywood screenwriters would collaborate with humanitarians to 

draw from several genres: Orientalism, the vogue aesthetic patterns exoticizing and dehumanizing 

the world of the “Near” and “Far East”; white slavery films, a lucrative motion picture that 

featured vulnerable white women in U.S. urban settings lured into prostitution by foreign 
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“Others”; and Christian humanitarian rhetoric streamlined by the Near East Foundation. Whether 

through graphic imagery (limbless children, bodiless limbs, crucified women, pierced hearts) or 

shocking verbal description, both King Leopold’s Soliloquy and Ravished Armenia sought to 

captivate their audiences with the promise of lurid details.  

The history of Armenian atrocities would prove foundational for a young Jewish lawyer 

named Raphael Lemkin in his efforts to coin a word. If Twain and Mardiganian saw words with a 

bird’s-eye view, then Lemkin looked with a magnifying glass. Implicitly responding to what 

Winston Churchill had called a “crime without a name,” Lemkin first used “genocide” in his 1944 

Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, a curated catalogue of decrees offered as evidence of Hitler’s 

project to systematically exterminate those populations he deemed inferior in Europe (qtd. in 

Manchester and Reid 532). But Lemkin’s efforts did not go uncontested. In chapter 2, “A New 

Word for an Old Crime: Coining—and Contesting ‘Genocide,’” I argue that Lemkin’s attempts to 

communicate the crime of genocide exemplify the problem of trying to name, narrativize, and 

analyze a human rights concept. In order to better understand Lemkin’s efforts, this comparative 

chapter reads his oeuvre side by side with those of other scholars and activists who either 

contested or appropriated the application and meaning of “genocide”: namely, Polish lawyer 

Hersch Lauterpacht and the Civil Rights Congress, an organization of African American activists 

and intellectuals. I show how the word “genocide” named a story, and the subsequent efforts to 

either contest or remake its meaning demonstrate its political and cultural gravitas. To do so, I 

first analyze Lemkin’s own varied attempts to utilize descriptive autobiographical narration, legal 

naming, and philosophical analysis of the crime of genocide. Next, I demonstrate how naming a 

crime is to tell a story and make visible a gap in the law by comparing Lemkin’s efforts to those 

of his contemporary, Lauterpacht, who lobbied for the inclusion of the term “crimes against 

humanity” in the 1945 Nuremberg statute. In fact, what appear to be complementary terms—
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“crimes against humanity” and “genocide”—chafe against each other, posing questions about the 

meaning of humanity, sovereignty, and intent. Finally, I examine how We Charge Genocide, a 

1951 petition drafted by the Civil Rights Congress, both embraces and challenges the underlying 

narrative of the word by applying it to a situation Lemkin had not anticipated: the Jim Crow 

United States. Contrary to Lemkin, the CRC argued that the horror of the crime lay not in its 

extraordinary nature, but its ordinary violence. As the term began to circulate, the meaning of 

Lemkin’s word was no longer solely his own. 

In the wake of Allied liberation and judgment (in the military courts at Nuremberg), the 

American public grappled with comprehending the scale and origins of Nazism. In the subsequent 

decades, a photojournalist, a director, and a philosopher showed them that the monstrous didn’t 

necessarily look monstrous. In chapter 3, “The Trouble with Eichmann: Ordinary People and an 

Extraordinary Crime,” which spans from 1946 to 1961, I argue that in the wake of its coinage, as 

the concept of “genocide” was beginning to circulate in the postwar world, figures such as Hannah 

Arendt, Margaret Bourke-White, and Stanley Kramer showed that while the crime may have been 

extraordinary, the people committing it often were not. In tandem, these figures demonstrated that 

the monstrous was contextual: under certain circumstances, anyone could become complicit in 

genocide. Some, if not all, citizens of a democratic nation could become monstrous under certain 

circumstances: bureaucrats, judges, tycoons, housewives, housekeepers, and even kindergartners 

could condone genocidal regimes. Under the guise of what Louis Althusser called “ideological state 

apparatuses” such as schools, courts, and the state, genocide could be “civilized” or “respectable.” 

Released the same year as the Eichmann trial, Kramer’s courtroom drama Judgment at Nuremberg 

(1961) exposed how legal language could be contorted to perpetuate or condone genocidal crimes.  

Conversely, however, images also altered the word’s meaning: I show how Bourke-White’s 

eyewitness accounts and photographic documentation of German women grappling with the 
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collapse of Nazism in “Dear Fatherland, Rest Quietly” (1946) anticipates the phenomenon that 

Arendt would term “the banality of evil” in Eichmann in Jerusalem (1961).  

But definitions, by definition, have limits. Chapter 4, “Into the Abyss: Harmonizing 

Narratives, Mise en Abyme, and the Impossibility of Representation,” examines the limits of 

language and genre in a world where “never again” so often rings hollow. I first situate U.S. 

adaptations of Anne Frank’s diary in the 1950s within a lineage of later films about historical 

genocide, including Roland Joffe’s The Killing Fields (1984), Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List 

(1993), and Terry George’s Hotel Rwanda (2004). This chapter argues that by bowdlerizing 

stories of genocide and making them morally simplifying for U.S. audiences—in other words, 

shaping them into “harmonizing narratives”—these adaptations enacted their own subtle type of 

denial, which would be exposed by later films that employ the narrative strategy of “mise en 

abyme,” or nesting of stories within stories, to suggest the full representation of genocide is 

ultimately impossible. These feature films include Atom Egoyan’s Ararat (2002, about the 

Armenian genocide of 1915), Kivu Ruhorahoza’s Grey Matter (2011, about the Rwandan 

genocide of 1994), Icíar Bollaín’s Even the Rain (2010, about the structural legacy of Columbus’ 

arrival in the West Indies).  I also explore how storytelling can, in fact, inspire genocide through 

analysis of Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing (2012), which shows how various U.S. 

genres (namely, the mafia film and the Western) infiltrate transnational arenas of genocidal 

violence in 1960s Indonesia. In this chapter, I conclude that by making false promises of future 

harmony, Hollywood’s harmonization of stories such as Frank’s has in turn limited our 

understanding of subsequent genocides. On the other hand, alternative modes of cinematic 

storytelling that fracture a coherent narrative ultimately compel the audience to grapple with 

questions of spectatorship, agency, and above all, the problems of representation. To harmonize 

can, in fact, be quite harmful.  
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The conclusion, “Where Words Cease to Exist,” begins by turning to a more recent 

development: contemporary narratives in the media around Aung Sun Suu Kyi, the sphinxlike 

Nobel Peace Prize recipient who defended her government against charges of genocide in the 

International Criminal Court in December 2019. I then consider the uses of literature and 

questions of scale when it comes to imagining genocide by way of Zadie Smith’s 2013 short 

story, “The Embassy of Cambodia.” In closing, I consider a 2012 play by Jackie Sibblies Drury 

about a genocide often eclipsed or forgotten in what might be called the twentieth-century 

genocidal canon. We Are Proud to Present a Presentation about the Herero of Namibia, 

Formerly Known as Southwest Africa, from the German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884-

1915 chronicles the attempts of a multiracial group of actors to tell the story of the Herero 

genocide. Drury draws upon the mise en abyme narrative form that features in the fourth chapter, 

implicating the impossibility of telling a full story of genocide. Missing archives, what Judith 

Butler has called “grievable deaths,” a general lack of knowledge about this history, and gendered 

and racial tensions among the actors all pose challenges to communicating this historical event 

(xiv-xv). The only thing that is known in this play is that the complete history of the genocide 

against the Herero people is unknowable—much in part to due to legacies of colonialism, 

imperialism, racism, misogyny, and xenophobia. But the efforts of this playwright show us that in 

the midst of it, we still need to try.  

-       

Literature cannot legislate laws or prevent genocide. In despair of the slow movement of 

political reform in the Belgian Congo Free State, Twain, who eventually resigned from the Congo 

Reform Association in disgust, wrote that his own “instincts & interests” were “merely literary,” 

making him “not a bee,” but “a lightning bug” (“SLC to T.S. Barbour,” UCCL 08249). Moreover, 

the results of literature in influencing human rights policy remain murky at best. In the words of 
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Dihdwo Twe, a Liberian activist who collaborated with Twain, the lack of a quantifiable 

barometer with which to measure the effects of the literature means that “the result will always 

remain uncertain” (UCCL 07333). In fact, in their darkest moments, stories can even inspire 

genocidal violence. Anwar Congo, the Indonesian warlord in The Act of Killing, took his stylistic 

cues from mafia films, musicals, and Westerns. In one scene, Congo (a devoted fan of Elvis 

Presley and John Wayne) identifies what classic American films influenced his killing methods in 

the late 1960s: “Each genre has its own methods. Like in mafia movies, they strangle the guy in 

the car and dump the body. So we did that too” (01:51:30-45). Wearing a cowboy hat, he then 

basks in the rapturous applause from the audience of the Indonesian talk show. 

As this project will demonstrate, numerous narrative strategies have been made to 

represent genocide in the twentieth-century United States: sensationalism, a single word, 

documentary imagery, sentimentality, harmony, and despair. Tales of international violence have 

been shoehorned into digestible genres for U.S. audiences: eyewitness missionary reports, 

Shakespearean soliloquies, white slavery films, international legal conventions, political 

manifestos, girlhood romances, and harmonizing narratives. And of course, whether it is invoked, 

avoided, or contested, there is Lemkin’s single word. But ultimately, it’s impossible to tell the full 

story of genocide. Arendt hinted at this truth in her inability to pin down Eichmann; the 

monstrous can hide in plain sight. Documents of “civilization,” as Walter Benjamin reminds us, 

can be yet another guise of “barbarism” (256).  

But literature and visual cultures can provide a place to document, to remember, to test 

out political alternatives and to expose human truths in ways unafforded to most other disciplines, 

especially those that dominate the field of genocide studies. It can provide a compass to charting 

the vagaries and inconsistencies of human behavior—its darkness as well as its light. Literature’s 

ability to accommodate the messiness of life helps to extricate how a three-syllable word can be 
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represented—or not—or contested.  In a world where people are confined to numbers in 

genocidal projects, literature can help bring an incomprehensible number of deaths to an 

individual or scale. It can zoom in on a person who was reduced to a statistic and honor the 

humanity denied to them by a genocidal system. It can resist the absences and violence of the 

archive. In a world where reports of genocide are often distilled into contested statistics and 

exhausted headlines, literature can serve as a magnifying glass on an individual. It allows, in the 

words of Benjamin, for us “to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up in a moment of danger” 

(255). And when it comes to genocide, the world would do well to seize hold of such memories 

as they flash up. Especially in moments of danger such as those in April 1994.   
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Chapter 1: Unbribable Witnesses: Word, Image, and 
Representations of Genocide Avant la Lettre 

In 1904, Edmund Dene Morel, co-founder of the British-based Congo Reform 

Association (CRA), put faith in the power of written language and visual imagery when he asked 

Mark Twain to brandish his sword-like pen for “the cause of the Congo natives” (qtd. in Heym 

17).1 As its title suggests, the resulting work, King Leopold's Soliloquy: A Defense of His Congo 

Rule, puts its readers in imaginative proximity to the machinations of the Belgian despot. Twain, 

known for his anti-imperialist work such as the 1897 collection Following the Equator, chose to 

depict Leopold II as a bloodthirsty monomaniac of Shakespearean proportions. After reading the 

1904 report to U.S. Congress on the Congo Free State, Twain scribbled in the document’s 

margins, “I want another copy of it, & some terrible illustrations” (“SLC to E.D. Morel” UCCL 

06930). Like his peers in the CRA, the American writer realized the power of visual cultures to 

craft his narrative, insisting on the juxtaposition of graphic imagery with the written word. 

Though a slender 58 pages, the kaleidoscopic document circumnavigates the globe, from the 

king’s opulent palace in Brussels to rubber-collection stations in the Congo Free State—a swath 

of land more than 70 times larger than Belgium. At times, its visual style is phantasmagoric, as in 

the case of a ghoulish drawing in which Leopold greedily clings to bags of gold, daydreaming of 

Congolese amputation (figure 1). 

 

1 Portions of this chapter regarding Mark Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy appeared as “The Unbribable Witness: 
Image, Word, and Testimony of Crimes against Humanity in Mark Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy (1905).” 
Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal, vol. 12, no. 2, 2018, pp. 84-106. The text is copied with 
permission. 
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Figure 1: The Belgian monarch daydreams of wealth and violence in King Leopold’s 
Soliloquy. The original caption reads, “My yearly income from the Congo is millions of 

guineas.” Public domain. 

In other moments, the text shifts into a more documentary mode; several images, based on 

eyewitness photographs obtained by European and American missionaries, portray nightmarish 

scenes, including the smoking of several amputated right hands over a fire. Other woodcut prints 

of limbless children, or, inversely, severed limbs, also provide stark visual proof of collective 

colonial violence.  

Over ten years later, Near East Relief (NER), a U.S.-based humanitarian organization, 

would draw upon a similar strategy, collaborating with artists to raise collective awareness—and 

money—in the name of a different cause: the “starving Armenians” who had suffered atrocities 
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committed by the Ottoman Empire.2 To publicize the plight of this group, they focused on the story 

of a single survivor: Aurora Mardiganian, a young woman who had escaped from Armenia and 

arrived on the shores of Ellis Island in November 1917 (Slide 13).3 NER and a team of screenwriters 

collaborated with Hollywood director Oscar Apfel to produce Ravished Armenia, a silent film 

adapted from Mardiganian’s eyewitness memoir of the same name. Filming in the desert of 

Southern California, just beyond the studios of Hollywood, the producers enlisted thousands of 

local Armenians as extras, many of whom had survived persecution by Turkish soldiers before 

fleeing to the United States ("8,000 Armenians” 473). A single publicity poster, such one featured 

in the local newspaper of Marshalltown, Iowa, drew from the rhetoric of sexual violence (“Christian 

Women Sold into Turkish Harems as Low as 85c Each”), religious salvation (“The Martyrdom of 

Christian Armenia”), and moral outrage (“The Film That Will Make the Blood of American 

Women Boil”). This potent mix tantalized American audiences: when then 85-minute film first 

premiered in New York City in 1919, throngs of spectators crowded the box office to purchase 

movie tickets that cost $5, or approximately $75 in today’s economy. NER proceeds, which 

provided food and shelter for Armenian orphans, eventually reached $30 million (Frieze, 

“Arshaluys Mardigian/Aurora Mardiganian” 64). Only decades later would a lawyer and linguist 

named Raphael Lemkin, the man who coined the word “genocide,” include both Armenia and the 

Belgian Congo in his list of genocidal events that had taken place in “Modern Times” (Lemkin on 

Genocide 18-19). 

This chapter considers how the crime that would become known as genocide was 

represented in fiction, film, and mainstream media before the official coinage of the term in the 

 

2 The Near East Foundation was founded in 1915 “in response to the massive humanitarian crisis precipitated by the 
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire,” and until 1919, it was known as the American Committee for Armenian and 
Syrian Relief (“History | Near East Foundation”). 
3 Aurora Mardiganian’s named had been changed from her birth name of Arshalouys Mardigian (Slide 12). For the 
purposes of this project, I will refer to her by the name which she was known in Hollywood. 
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1940s. Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy (1905) and Ravished Armenia (1917) are two case studies 

that allow us to see what representational strategies were called upon before the word “genocide” 

came to be. I argue that prior to the word’s coinage, artists and humanitarian activists relied on 

yoking together eyewitness accounts, graphic imagery, and a pastiche of literary genres to 

sensationalize narratives of the crime that would attract their Euro-American audiences’ attention 

in the hopes of inaugurating political change. Whether through graphic imagery or shocking verbal 

description, both King Leopold’s Soliloquy and Ravished Armenia sought to draw in their audiences 

with the both the promise of lurid details and the possibility of humanitarian intervention.  

Twain’s Topographies of Cruelty: King Leopold’s Soliloquy 

The evidential images such as those of limbless Congolese children were reproduced from 

those taken by the Kodak camera, or the “only witness,” Twain’s imagined Leopold ruefully fumes, 

that he “couldn’t bribe” (39-40).4 In tandem with their written captions, these images of mutilation 

and its aftermath provided a way to contest Leopold’s well-oiled propaganda machine, which 

exploited the rhetoric of philanthropy to claim the Congo Free State as a “humanitarian” venture 

that would “pierce the darkness of barbarism” in Africa (qtd. in Hasian 181). As Sir Arthur Conan 

Doyle observed in the preface to his own contribution to the reformist cause, The Crime of the 

Congo, a gruesome reality belied Leopold’s altruistic appearances: “never before has there been 

such a mixture of wholesale expropriation and wholesale massacre all done under an odious guise 

of philanthropy” (iii). Enter stage left: the king’s nemesis, Mark Twain. His weapons were the 

same, but his goal was radically different.  

 

4 In referring to the camera as “the Kodak,” Twain used a brand name as a generic name; in actuality, several of the 
images heavily enlisted by the CRA were not taken by Kodak cameras, which had become popular after their release by 
American entrepreneur George Eastman’s company in 1888. For instance, Alice Harris, the British missionary who took 
some of the most famous images of atrocities in the Congo Free State, used a dry plate box camera instead of a Kodak 
(Grant 67).      
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By enlisting a palimpsest of mediums and genres, both written and visual, in King 

Leopold’s Soliloquy, Twain sought to convey what Achille Mbembe calls colonialism's 

"topographies of cruelty," or the ways in which the living were systematically subjected to terror 

and death (40). As visual historian Sharon Sliwinski points out, the CRA was the first international 

humanitarian movement to mobilize atrocity photographs as a tool for social and political change 

(“Childhood of Human Rights” 334).5 A soldier of this campaign, Twain mustered a hodgepodge 

of materials in his case against Leopold: photographic journalism, sketches, cartoons, diary 

extracts, Juvenalian satire, poetry, Shakespearean soliloquy, and late-nineteenth-century human 

rights rhetoric. In the creation of a textured, visually irrefutable, and darkly satirical account of 

human rights abuses, he aimed to evoke his audience’s empathy by activating their imaginations. 

If the readers could only understand the extent of colonial violence, the text intimates, then perhaps 

they could help make possible political interventions in the Congo Free State, which Leopold ruled 

as his own private domain from 1885 to 1908. At the same time, however, Twain’s yoking of 

dramatic monologue with a patchwork of violent imagery creates a virtual courtroom that 

interrogates the very limits of human empathy. As if daring readers to prove him wrong, Twain’s 

Leopold gleefully predicts that “the human race” will ultimately “shudder and turn away” from the 

suffering of others (42). Yet, most ironically, while it critiques the American government’s failure 

to intervene in the Congo Free State, King Leopold’s Soliloquy remains willfully deaf to the echoes 

of violence in Twain’s own backyard, a nation in which white citizens routinely sent postcards of 

lynched black citizens, sprawled with messages such as “Warning” or “This is the Barbecue we 

had last night” (qtd. in Allen et al. 174, 186). These white American spectators did not shudder, but 

 

5 Still, as Twomey reminds us, the CRA’s narrative strategies did not emerge from thin air. After all, the CRA built on 
the international humanitarian rhetoric of 19th-century historical precedents such as the Bulgarian atrocities and the Indian 
famine of the 1870s: “There was an extant language of atrocity and moral outrage available to Congo reformers that 
amplified the resonance of their claims: (60). 
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instead turned to face—and actively participate in—the horrific suffering of others.  

If, as cultural critic Susan Sontag writes, photographs “haunt us” and narratives can “make 

us understand,” I propose that we consider the political possibilities in the chasm between image 

and written narrative, haunting and understanding (Regarding the Pain of Others 89). Informed by 

the work of cultural and literary critics including Roland Barthes, Susan Sontag, and Fred Moten, 

I consider different modes of visual imagery in Twain’s text, ranging from documentary to abstract, 

from realist to phantasmagoric. Read side by side, these images engender questions about fact, 

testimony, and witnessing in the realm of human rights and collective violence. I argue that the 

relation (or dissonance) of visual imagery to written text in this relatively unknown and 

understudied work by Twain yields vital implications for scholars of both U.S. literature and of 

genocide. I will show how Twain employed to great effect a multisensorial and multigeneric 

strategy in crafting his narrative with the goal of forcing his readers to reckon with—and ultimately 

act upon—knowledge of the magnitude, scope, and gravity of Leopold’s crimes against humanity. 

The study of a literary text such as King Leopold’s Soliloquy and the responses to its circulation—

such as Leopold’s propagandist tract, An Answer to Mark Twain—illuminates both the possibilities 

and the limits of literature in instrumentalizing visual imagery to catalyze political interventions in 

collective violence. This epic war of stories surrounding the Congo Free State—Twain’s versus 

Leopold’s—was a matter of lives and deaths. Mute as it was, the Kodak proved the most formidable 

witness called to testify against the king. 

- 

By 1904, the year in which the CRA was founded by E.D. Morel and Roger Casement in 

England, several millions had already perished in Central Africa under the murderous rule of the 

Belgian monarch. Leopold’s sadistic regime had inspired Joseph Conrad, who had worked for a 

Belgian steamer, Roi des Belges, on the Congo River in 1890, to pen his 1899 novella Heart of 
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Darkness as well as the 1897 short story “An Outpost of Progress.”6 Of course, other Western 

witnesses had preceded Morel, Casement, and even Conrad in publicizing their outrage over the 

systematic atrocities—the mutilation of limbs, the flagellation of flesh, and the systematic 

execution of rubber plantation laborers—occurring in the Congo Free State. In fact, it was George 

Washington Williams, an African American lawyer, Civil War veteran, minister, and journalist, 

who first applied “crimes against humanity,” a phrase that had originated in the early 1800s, in 

reference to Leopold’s rule in 1890 (Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost 111-12; Pavlakis 179). 

Shortly before his death, a bone-chilling visit to the Congo Free State compelled Williams to 

compose an open letter that would make him the first public critic of the king (J.H. Franklin 241). 

He methodically enumerated 12 specific charges against Leopold, including “deceit, fraud, 

robberies, arson, murder, slave-raiding, and [a] general policy of cruelty” (qtd. in J.H. Franklin 

241). Williams relied on the written word to relay his eyewitness account: “Your Majesty’s 

Government has sequestered their land, burned their towns, stolen their property, enslaved their 

women and children, and committed crimes too numerous to mention in detail” (241). Much like 

the tone of Émile Zola’s open letter about the Dreyfus Affair (which it anticipated by eight years), 

Williams’ message was unambiguous: j’accuse! First published in The New York Herald and then 

widely reprinted on both sides of the Atlantic, the letter shares many rhetorical and generic qualities 

of reports from present-day human rights organizations such as Amnesty International and Human 

Rights Watch (Sliwinski, “Childhood” 338).  

Americans and their British counterparts read reports such as Williams’ or those of other 

Western eyewitnesses of the Belgian atrocities in the morning papers. In the evening, these same 

citizens, especially city dwellers, might conclude the day by attending a touring magic lantern show 

 

6 Hochschild surmises that Conrad at least partly based his character of Kurtz on the Belgian colonial official Léon Rom: 
“It is from Rom that Conrad may have taken the signal feature of his villain: the collection of African heads surrounding 
Kurtz’s house” (King Leopold’s Ghost 145). 
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hosted by Christian missionaries recently returned from the place they had labelled the “Dark 

Continent.” A precursor of the slide projector, the magic lantern projected images painted on a 

glass plate onto a large screen such as a canvas or sheet, often accompanied by live background 

music. By the 1880s, it had become common practice for Christian missionaries returning from 

Africa to leverage the magic lantern show as a tool with which to promote what they called the 

“civilizing mission” of their work, often with accompanying lectures and religious hymns lasting 

up to several hours at a time.7 Evangelical zeal, white racism, and voyeuristic hunger conspired to 

gaze upon the “savage” Congolese in need of Western Christian salvation. By grossly exaggerating 

the polygamy, cannibalism, and slavery practiced in the Congo Free State, the missionaries 

perpetuated narratives in which the white man was hero—whether a swashbuckling explorer or 

minister of salvation. Their behavior fits what the writer, photographer, and art historian Teju Cole 

would deem, over a century later, in reference to campaigns such as Kony 2012, which targeted the 

eponymous Ugandan warlord, the “White-Savior Industrial Complex.” 

Yet these magic lantern shows of Western witnessing in the Congo Free State also drew 

from the more supernatural tradition of phantasmagoric theater. Like the magic lantern, the 

genealogy of phantasmagoria can be traced to Europe—specifically German séances in the late 

eighteenth century in which spirits were called back from the dead. The word’s etymology yields 

its necromantic secrets from ancient Greek by way of French: fantasme means ghost, and agoria 

signifies a place of assembly (“phantasmagoria, n.”). Enlisting the technology of the magic lantern, 

the phantasmagoric shows trafficked in preternatural horror, projecting optical illusions of ghouls, 

ghosts, and demons on large screens. During such fantasmagorie, sound effects often accompanied 

 

7 As Thompson notes, these magic lantern shows, such as the ones given in Britain by missionary Dr. Harry Guinness, 
who would later appropriate the technology to expose Leopold’s atrocities in the early 1900s, “had something of the same 
public appeal as a modern rock tour, with thousands of people attending a given lecture” (Thompson, Light on Darkness? 
213, 229-230).    
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the moving images, which had grown out of the optical experiments conducted by its inventor, 

Belgian showman and famed balloonist Étienne-Gaspard Robert. Robert’s bar for success required 

that the images capsize his audience’s sense of reality: “I am only satisfied if my spectators, 

shivering and shuddering, raise their hands or cover their eye out of fear or ghosts and devils 

dashing towards them,” he claimed (qtd. in Elder 104). By May 1803, the magic lantern had arrived 

in the United States; throughout the century, the shows, often dabbling in necromancy, continued 

to voyeuristically titillate—and petrify—giant crowds. 

By the dawn of the twentieth century, however, reports of the atrocities began to circulate 

beyond the Congo, and the tides of support for Leopold began to shift. For example, in 1904 the 

gruesome crimes documented by Irish diplomat Roger Casement’s “The Congo Report” caused a 

political outcry in Britain. Consequently, in the early 1900s, a phalanx of social activists on both 

sides of the Atlantic began advocating for reform in the Congo Free State. From New York City to 

London, these reformers conscripted the magic lantern as a tool with which to publicize visual 

evidence no longer of Leopold’s philanthropy but of his crimes against humanity.8 It was Dr. Harry 

Guinness, a British missionary returning from the Balolo mission, who spearheaded this shift with 

“A Reign of Terror on the Congo,” a collection of magic lantern slides first shown in Scotland in 

1903, to expose the Belgian colonial atrocities (Thompson, Light on Darkness? 230). Crowds 

inundated such sold-out magic lantern shows. After their return from the Baringa mission, John 

and Alice Harris, a British missionary couple, followed E.D. Morel to the United States addressed 

more than 200 public meetings in 49 cities (Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost 242). These double-

edged spectacles simultaneously perpetuated stereotypes of the so-called “savagery” of the 

Congolese in need of Christian conversion and also raised awareness about the atrocities taking 

 

8 Other social reformers, such as Jacob Riis, author of the muckraking 1890 photographic exposé How the Other Half 
Lives: Studies among the Tenements of New York, had also enlisted the magic lantern with the goal of inaugurating 
political interventions, even as he circulated demeaning stereotypes of the denizens of the New York ghettos. 
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place in the Congo Free State (Sliwinski, “Childhood” 347). Like the abolitionist iconography of 

the late eighteenth century of which Saidiya Hartman has written, the magic lantern shows 

“reproduced the abject position” of the African in need of white Christian salvation (Lose Your 

Mother 167).  

 Accompanied by religious music, Christian lectures, and xenophobic zeal, the magic 

lantern shows straddled the realms of the ethnographic and the supernatural. As Sliwinski notes, 

these mass public gatherings blurred the line between phantasmagoric and documentary mode:  

These highly structured ‘shows’ could be considered a derivative 
of phantasmagoria: scripted horror narratives illustrated with 60 
photographic slides, of which perhaps a half dozen represented 
various atrocities…interspersed with hymns, prayers, and 
melodramatic evangelical appeals, all of which meant to elicit a 
strong emotional response. (“Childhood” 348)  
 

Under the weight of evangelism, imperialism, and the legacy of phantasmagoria, the fragile walls 

between reality and fantasy could not always hold for the spectators. The very name of the show—

the “magical” quality of the lantern as technological apparatus—illuminates the confusion between 

the paranormal and the real.  

Twain personally spurned missionary work, calling it “the least excusable of all the 

spiritual petty larceny industries” (“To Dihdwo Twe” UCCL 08269). Yet, in spite of his disdain 

for spiritual petty larcenists, he took his cues from the missionaries’ tactics to raise awareness about 

the crimes against humanity. With its collection of imagery spanning from the phantasmagoric to 

the documentary, King Leopold’s Soliloquy would plumb this liminal space exposed in the magic 

lantern show. In doing so, Twain’s pamphlet intimated to his audience that the cold documentary 

reality of Leopold’s crimes surpassed the most nightmarish of supernatural horrors. 

Whether in the form of writing, such as Williams’ open letter, or imagery, such as the 

missionaries’ magic lantern shows, both word and image conspired to systematically present 

evidence of collective violence. Certain reformers, such as Morel, had already juxtaposed written 
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and visual testimony in weekly journals, such as the West African Mail, and in exposés, such as 

Morel’s 1904 King Leopold’s Rule in Africa, which included photographs of rubber-collection 

stations, Congolese amputees, and Western reformers such as Casement. Twain’s unique 

contribution to the cause was the pairing of word and image within the literary genre of the dramatic 

monologue. His protagonist follows in the footsteps of other monologists: like Shakespeare’s 

Macbeth or the narrator of Robert Browning’s 1842 poem “My Last Duchess,” Leopold inevitably 

condemns himself. Through the rhetorical move of paralipsis, or the discussion of a topic only to 

deny it, Twain imprisons Leopold in his own language.  

In the guise of this classical literary form, King Leopold’s Soliloquy traffics in human rights 

rhetoric and imagery, enlisting a chorus of witnesses who condemn the systematic violence of 

Belgian colonialism. American and British missionaries, Congolese rubber collectors, European 

parliamentarians, and Western writers (including Conrad) take the virtual stand, testifying against 

a colonial tyrant. Ultimately, this heteroglossia, or variety of conflictual voices—Leopold’s versus 

his enemies’—refracted in a single text, resists the very title of Twain’s work. It is not as much a 

soliloquy as a noisy conversation. In fact, it is a shouting match between Leopold and his 

hemispheric army of sworn enemies. The text is a wolf, a human rights manifesto, disguised in the 

sheep’s clothing of a satirical soliloquy from the mouth of a sadistic king.  

But Twain knew that word alone was not enough; imagery was needed, too.  Cultural critic 

Roland Barthes describes this ecosystem between image and text as “the totality of the 

information… carried by two different structures (one of which is linguistic)” (Image – Music – 

Text 16). Twain consequently turned to sketches and drawings based on missionaries’ journals and 

eyewitness testimony. He also enlisted images reproduced from the photographs taken by the 

British missionary Alice Harris, whose work had already begun to circulate in Morel’s 1904 

publication, King Leopold’s Rule in Africa. By yoking together word and image in this way, 
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Twain’s text emulated a non-textual experience in the tradition of the magic lantern show, a 

multimedia theatrical phenomenon leveraged by social reformers such as Riis and the Harrises. 

Whether in word or in image, the humanitarian movement of the Congo Free State 

amplified the voices of Western (predominantly white) men like Casement, Morel, and Twain over 

those of Western women and the Congolese people. While certain white Western women such as 

Alice Harris actively participated in the campaign, their roles were complicated: while they were 

not completely silenced, they did not enjoy the privileges granted to many of their male 

counterparts. For example, from 1905 to 1910, Harris lectured prolifically on the Congo Free State, 

giving a minimum of 220 lectures in England alone, often without her husband (Pavlakis 119, 122). 

Yet, in the caption of what would become one of the CRA campaign’s most well-known 

photographs—of a Congolese father named Nsala peering at the remains of his daughter, who has 

been killed and eaten by rubber sentries—Morel’s King Leopold’s Rule misattributes credit to 

Alice’s husband, “Mr. John H. Harris” (144).9 As Kevin Grant writes, though her camera captured 

the atrocity images, Alice Harris “did not, initially, author the narrative that defined the significance 

of the photographs for the British public” (74). As a white woman at the turn of the century, Alice 

Harris was both present and absent within the shaping of the CRA’s story. 

As feminist historian Laura Wexler has argued, these nuanced shifts in power for white, 

middle-class, Western women photojournalists in the late nineteenth century were double-edged. 

No longer always sitting in front of the camera as they had in previous decades, “their shift from 

object to operator emboldened justifications of Anglo-Saxon aggression at the start of the American 

century” (6).10 The Congolese people, on the other hand, often found themselves in directly in front 

 

9 Grant speculates on the possible reasons for this photographic misattribution, including patriarchal gender roles within 
Western missionary structures at the turn of the century (73-74).      
10 In her study of several “New Women” American photojournalists in the late 1890s and early 1900s (such as Frances 
Benjamin Johnson, Alice Austen, et al.), Wexler discusses how what she terms “the innocent eye,” a representational 
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of the cameras, their image framed by Westerners such as Alice Harris. On the whole, the CRA 

muffled Congolese voices—other than the testimonies, such as those woven into the narrative 

tapestry of Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy, that were recorded and mediated by Western 

bystanders, often male missionaries.11 As witnesses to or survivors of Leopold’s collective colonial 

violence, these two groups—Western women and the Congolese survivors—usually remained 

either directly behind or in front of the camera. Far from Morel’s headquarters in Liverpool, their 

voices were often stifled, and their names were often erased.12 Yet, paradoxically, though mute in 

many ways, they testified most loudly as witnesses to crimes against humanity.  

In the arithmetic of collective violence, these images of atrocity may have been equal to 

the thousands of words with which they were paired. But in the end, even such documentary 

evidence—of arms without hands, feet without legs, and fathers without daughters—did not 

staunch the hemorrhaging of Congolese lives or compel Western governments to intervene 

quickly enough. In 1906, Twain resigned from the movement; increasingly pessimistic in his final 

years, he had become estranged from the American branch of the CRA and exasperated with what 

he called the “slow and ineffectual” progress of diplomatic change (“SLC to E.D. Morel” UCCL 

07300).13 By that time, several million Congolese lives had been lost to Leopold’s violence.14 

Despite Twain’s eventual pessimism regarding the CRA (by 1907, his copy of Morel’s exposé, 

 

practice afforded by “white domestic sentiment” enabled these women to occlude the violence, racism, and war within 
the colonies by framing these spaces as sites of peace (6-7).  
11 Here, it is important to keep in mind what Saidiya Hartman notes: how the power differential between interlocutors in 
such transcribed testimonials can occlude transcriptions with racism, historical revisionism, and factual error; drawing 
on the work of Gayatri Spivak, she writes, “there is no access to the subaltern consciousness outside dominant 
representations or elite documents” (Scenes of Subjection 10).  
12 For more on the imbrications of photography, race, colonialism, and the optical unconscious, see Smith and Sliwinski, 
eds., Photography and the Optical Unconscious. 
13 See also Hawkins 165. 
14 Twain’s text accuses Leopold of being “the King with Ten Million Murders on his Soul” (King Leopold’s Soliloquy 
25); Hochschild also estimates that “during the Leopold period and its immediate aftermath the population of the territory 
dropped by approximately ten million people,” and notes that Congolese scholar Ndaywel é Nziem has put the number 
near 13 million (King Leopold’s Ghost, 233, 315). 
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Red Rubber, was “in constant use as a window prop”), his own pamphlet helped galvanize the 

American public’s awareness and outrage (qtd. in Hawkins 172). In December 1906, newspapers 

exposed the revelations that American lawyer Henry Kowalsky, suborned by Leopold’s agents, 

had not only accepted Belgian bribes but had also attempted to influence Congress through 

lobbying efforts (Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost 248-249).  

By the time the story was published, the American Senate and the public at large were 

familiar with the CRA’s publicity campaign and, thus, were primed for indignation. In the wake 

of the Kowalsky scandal, widely publicized atrocity images—such as those photos of severed 

Congolese hands—gave visual weight to newspaper headlines such as “Infamous Cruelties” and 

“U.S. Amazed at Crimes of Congo” (qtd. in Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost 248-249). If the 

Kowalsky revelations were a match, then the CRA and Twain’s efforts were the kerosene, both 

elements contributing to the conflagration of American public uproar about Leopold’s regime. In 

tandem, this public awareness and subsequent indignation set the stage for President Theodore 

Roosevelt’s decision in late 1906 to officially condemn the Congo Free State.15 As a result, 

historians consider King Leopold’s Soliloquy a document that contributed to the catalyzing of 

American political reform that would ultimately oust the man whom Twain called the “blood-

drenched king” (41).16 

The Blood-Drenched King 

As Barthes notes in Image–Music–Text, because of its inherent communication with 

written text (e.g., a caption, title, or newspaper article), a visual image such as a press photograph 

never stands in complete isolation (16). The images in King Leopold’s Soliloquy illustrate this 

 

15 On December 11, 1906, President Roosevelt wrote to the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, notifying him 
of a decision to official condemn the Congo Free State and describing being “moved by the deep interest shown by all 
classes of the American people in the amelioration of the conditions in the Congo State” (qtd. in Hawkins 172-173).  
16 See Hawkins 172-173; Baum 7.  
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point. A drawing of Leopold atop a pyramid, flanked by throngs of marching skeletons, for 

example, resides in the realm of the phantasmagoric, nearly supernatural mode. A mountain of 

Congolese skulls scattered in a field lingers in a liminal register somewhere between abstraction 

and realism. A woodcut print of a bereft Congolese father, based directly on Alice Harris’ already 

infamous photograph, is documentary in its realist depiction of collective violence.17 By relying on 

both documentary and abstract visual depiction, Twain hoped to telegraph to his readers the gravity 

of what Conrad’s Kurtz had so famously called “the horror” of the Belgian Congo. Paired with 

their respective captions, these images illustrate how Leopold’s crimes simultaneously stretch the 

very limits of the imagination and yet exist as documented fact.  

In including different modes of visual imagery—both realist and abstract—each depicting 

a different scale and mode of genocidal carnage, Twain aimed to haunt his readers. Through the 

rhetoric of each image—the combination of the visual and linguistic structures such as captions—

and the several appendices of official reports, eyewitness interviews, and parliamentary 

proceedings well outside the literary genre—Twain hoped to inspire a response that would lead to 

political intervention. According to Twain, the problem lay not in a lack of empathy (a slippery 

concept in itself) with the Congolese subjects, but in his European-American audience’s disbelief 

in Leopold’s crimes against humanity. In the soliloquy’s final pages, the monarch reads aloud from 

an unnamed reformist publication. This particular swatch of text, made up by Twain, draws 

inspiration from rhetoric found in Morel’s West African Mail, an object of Leopold’s scorn. Here 

Twain, ventriloquized through Leopold, describes the collective Western public reluctance to 

confront the crimes of the king:   

We see this awful king, this pitiless and blood-drenched 
king…and—well, it is a mystery, but we do not wish to look; for 

 

17 Here, I am following the lead of visual historians such as Sliwinski who have identified this particular image of Nsala 
as a woodcut print based on Alice Harris’ photograph. See Sliwinski, Human Rights In Camera 71; Twomey 59.   
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he is a king, and it hurts us, troubles us, by ancient and inherited 
instinct it shames us to see a king degraded to this aspect, and we 
shrink from hearing particulars of how it happened. We shudder 
and turn away when we come upon them in print. (41-42)18 
 

As writer of this fictitious reform pamphlet read aloud by Leopold, Twain employed the first-person 

plural pronoun of “we” to include himself with his imagined Western readership. For Twain, “to 

see” the “pitiless and blood-drenched king” is not the same as “to look” at him. By this logic, 

“seeing” implies a passive disengagement. The active practice of “looking,” on the other hand, 

would require a radical resistance to the “ancient and inherited instinct,” a refusal to believe a king 

so “awful.” In turn, such looking results in “shuddering,” a physical reaction that encompasses an 

affective response (empathy, disgust, horror). This effervescent shuddering overpowers the 

spectator, compelling him to “turn away” when coming upon “the particulars of how it happened 

in print.” Strikingly, this passage locates the horror of the situation not so much in Leopold’s 

campaign of collective violence against the Congolese subjects as in the depravity of a Western 

ruler.  

A true reckoning with Leopold’s crimes, Twain’s soliloquy suggests, requires the 

engagement of multiple senses. “We shrink,” Twain writes in the soliloquy, “from hearing 

particulars of how it happened.” Images, or objects at which one may look or see, are intertwined 

with sounds, or words that may be heard. For Twain, it is not so much a matter of believing, or 

activating the imagination, but looking at the evidence in front of one’s eyes. Their relationship of 

looking and hearing, by extension, is chiastic: in regard to the implications of Leopold’s crimes, 

one cannot be fully understood without the other. Alongside hearing, the act of looking—a refusal 

to avert one’s eyes, an invitation to shudder—becomes a political act. In other words, to engage 

 

18 In a dictation for his autobiography, Twain called the apocalyptic carnage of the Middle Ages, which he had lampooned 
in his 1889 satirical novel, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, “heaven itself” compared to the violence of the 
Belgian Congo over the previous fourteen years (MT02164). 
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with Leopold’s crimes requires a multi-sensorial looking, or, in the words of critic Fred Moten, a 

practice of “looking that cannot be sustained as unalloyed looking but must be accompanied by 

listening” (In the Break 200). In this light, as Moten writes in his reading of Roland Barthes 

alongside the open-casket photo of Emmett Till and the sounds surrounding his 1955 death, “a 

lingering look at—aesthetic response to—the photograph manifests itself as political action” (200). 

Black feminist critic Tina Campt also emphasizes the importance of listening, but departs from 

Moten in terms of her specific attention to the frequencies of what she terms “quiet” photographs 

taken of members of the African Diaspora; attentive to what she terms the “haptic encounter,” her 

methodology attends to a “practice of looking beyond what we see and attuning our senses to the 

other affective frequencies which photographs register” (9). Taking inspiration from these scholars, 

if we as readers resist what Moten terms “occularcentrism” and listen to the words and sounds 

surrounding the imagery in King Leopold’s Soliloquy, we may arrive one step closer to finding out 

what happens in the gulf between haunting and understanding (“Black Mo’nin’” 62-63). We must 

first return to Barthes’ rhetoric of the image. 

- 

From the outset, King Leopold’s Soliloquy muddles genres, defiantly refusing to adhere to 

a single category. The text hopscotches from satirical soliloquy to eyewitness testimonials in the 

name of human rights, such as excerpts of reports from African American missionary W. H. 

Sheppard, who describes witnessing the roasting of eighty-one right hands over a fire during a visit 

to the Congo Free State in 1890 (24). In this vein, a single page in the text may suture together a 

rhetorical crazy quilt—stage directions for the king, Leopold’s own ravings, a missionary’s diary 

entry—alongside an illustrative sketch of a heap of skulls and femurs, with a caption lifted from 

the diary of A.E. Scrivener, a British missionary: “Some bones which they had seen” (17). On this 

same page, Scrivener concludes this passage with a verdict on the visual evidence, which “all went 
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to prove the state of terrorism that exists and the virtual slavery in which the people are held” (17). 

Though Scrivener’s description refers to bondage in the Congo Free State, the phrases 

“states of terrorism” and “virtual slavery” could also describe the status of many African Americans 

in Twain’s own country. After all, in the early-twentieth-century United States, Jim Crow laws 

institutionalized economic enslavement—and ritualized lynchings perpetuated physical terror. The 

text as a whole, however, makes no explicit reference to these twinned, Transatlantic phenomena 

of violence against black bodies. At his most direct (which isn’t direct at all), Twain tacks on a 

“supplementary” appendix to condemn the U.S. government’s complicity in formally recognizing 

Leopold’s International Association of the Congo in 1884 (45-46).19 (He does, however, enlist 

satirical censure through Leopold himself, who, using some fin-de-siècle slang, boasts, “I certainly 

did bunco a Yankee”[7]). Even though Twain had written extensively on the legacy of slavery in 

the United States, most famously in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, his 1885 novel seems to exist 

in a parallel universe from his writings on Leopold. For all of its gestures toward awareness about 

crimes against humanity abroad, the 1905 soliloquy remains politically tone deaf to the racialized 

atrocities taking place in Twain’s own backyard.  

Yet alongside the acrobatics of language—exclamations, diaries, reports, poems, and 

paralipsis—in King Leopold’s Soliloquy, there is the rhetoric of the image. Throughout the 

document, images transmit their own messages, a series of signs that reverberate with the written 

text. Take, for instance, a drawing that protrudes, midway through the text, onto a single page from 

the left margins. Its square borders force Leopold’s words to sidestep a sketch of six Congolese 

who approach a man dressed in Western attire of a safari helmet. In the sketch, five children 

surround a Congolese woman: an infant sits in the crook of her arm, and the other four, dressed in 

 

19 According to Hawkins, this mistaken claim that the U.S. had a legal connection to the Congo Free State (since the U.S. 
had never formally signed the 1885 Berlin Agreement) would haunt Twain, contributing to his eventual resignation from 
the CRA in 1906 (165).  
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white, huddle beside her. Two of the boys, kneeling in the left-hand corner of the sketch, each thrust 

out a right arm. The boy’s hand-less arm points diagonally upward toward the white Western man, 

whose back is turned to the reader. The sketch literally fractures Leopold’s soliloquy, demanding 

that the written words give way to the visual imagery. The seven figures stand on a slender caption 

that has been extracted from Leopold’s script: “They go to them with their sorrows” (14). Here, the 

caption functions as what Barthes calls “anchorage,” or “a means of an often subtle dispatching, it 

remote-controls him toward a meaning chosen in advance” (Image-Music-Text 40). In this case, 

the seven-word caption connects, or anchors, the image to a linguistic message: “They go to them 

with their sorrows.” The word “sorrows” dispatches a meaning, transposing a narrative that hovers 

over the image. This is a scene of nonverbal testimony, in which the word “sorrows” resonates with 

the two children’s arms without hands, thrust toward the man in the safari attire. In causing the 

reader to witness the eye-witnessing of the missionary, King Leopold’s Soliloquy creates a mise en 

abyme, a story within a story, literally placing the reader into the abyss. If the missionaries can 

speak out as eyewitnesses, the text implies, then so too can the reader.   

After the physical intrusion of the sketch, the text continues, unabated, for several pages. 

Here, the subsequent stage directions—once again, in italicized font—signal the splitting of genre, 

the approach of a generic borderline about to be crossed. The text transitions from satirical soliloquy 

to eyewitness report as stage directions guide Leopold’s actions: “Takes up a pamphlet. Reads a 

passage from a report of a ‘Journey made in July, August, and September, 1903, by Rev. A. E. 

Scrivener, a British missionary.” In the following breath (and for the next couple of pages) 

Scrivener’s testimony transcribes a nightmarish world of violence, famine, and terrorism: “Lying 

about on the grass, within a few yards of the house I was occupying, were numbers of human skulls, 

bones, and in some cases complete skeletons. I counted thirty-six skulls, and saw many sets of 

bones from which the skulls were missing” (16). He records the explanation of the collection of 
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bones given by a Congolese man: 

I called one of the men and asked the meaning of it. ‘When the 
rubber palaver began,’ said he, ‘the soldiers shot so many we 
grew tired of burying, and very often we were not allowed to 
bury; and so just dragged the bodies out into the grass and left 
them.’ But I had seen more than enough, and was sickened by 
the stories that came from men and women alike of the awful 
time they had passed through. (16-17)  
 

Scrivener makes a request of the man for words that may explain “the meaning” of the carnage 

before his eyes. Overwhelmed by his own vision, the missionary has “seen more than enough.” Yet 

it is the “stories that came from men and women alike” as much as the sights that leave him 

“sickened.” The spoken narratives of the Congolese survivors become virtual captions, words that 

contextualize the gruesome sights around the missionary. By pairing Scrivener’s transcription of 

Congolese testimony with a sketch of skulls in the grass, Twain sutured together word and image. 

In providing the sketch of the evidence witnessed by Scrivener, King Leopold’s Soliloquy activates 

its readers’ imaginations, beginning to fill the visual landscape: a skeletal sketch of skeletons. Here, 

words and images conspire to force the audience to navigate the perilous gulf between haunting 

and understanding. Between the two, they must confront their imaginations. On the other side, 

Twain seems to hope, the readers would advocate political interventions. 

It is worth dwelling for a moment on the meaning of “imagination” and its etymological 

kinship with imagery. The verb “imagine” means “to form a mental image of, picture to oneself 

(something not real or not present to the senses)” (“imagine, v.”). The post-classical Latin noun 

imago, meaning a representation of a likeness, bequeathed the verb imaginer to Middle French 

before migrating into English as “imagine.” To imagine, therefore, requires the creation of a mental 

image, the building of a virtual universe that exists outside of one’s own immediate environment. 

Barthes goes one step further; pointing out that the word image (from imago) is linked to the root 

imitari. This etymology, he continues, exposes a philosophical quandary about the relationship 
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between word and image: “Thus we find ourselves immediately at the heart of the most important 

problem facing the semiology of images: can analogical representation (the ‘copy’) produce true 

systems of signs and not merely simple agglutinations of symbols?” (Image-Music-Text 32). Is, as 

Barthes wonders, the image “re-presentation, which is to say ultimately resurrection” (32)? King 

Leopold’s Soliloquy suggests that Twain would have responded yes: to re-present Leopold’s crimes 

to the world was to represent them. The tightrope of the hyphen—between re-presentation and 

representation—made all the difference in bridging worlds through words and images. 

A reader’s response to an early version of King Leopold’s Soliloquy illuminates how words 

may kindle mental images, generating pictures of other worlds beyond the immediate senses. In 

early 1905, Twain read aloud excerpts of a draft to his secretary Isabel Lyon and his sister-in-law 

Mrs. Crane. On February 22, Lyon reflected in her diary on the horror elicited by Twain’s writing: 

It was yesterday that Mr. Clemens read King Leopold’s 
Soliloquy to Mrs. Crane & me. Breathless we sat & were weak 
with emotion when he finished the bald truthful statements that 
rolled from Leopold’s vicious lips. Horribly—too horribly 
picturesque it is, & Mr. Clemens will cut out some of it—It’s a 
pity too—but I suppose it would be too strong a diet for people 
and governments. (Qtd. in Hawkins 155)  
 

For Lyon, listening to the words requires the envisioning of new worlds. The “bald truthful 

statements that rolled from Leopold’s vicious lips” act as verbal brushstrokes, painting an 

imaginative portrait of a tyrant. Ventriloquized through Twain, Leopold’s words generate the 

envisioning of something Lyon called “too horribly picturesque.” The unsettling reality portrayed 

by Twain upends the normal rules of grammar; Lyon’s inversion of adjective and noun (“too 

horribly picturesque it is”), or anastrophe, suggests a world, like her syntax, temporarily turned 

upside down. The cataclysmic pairing of the adverb “horribly” with the adjective “picturesque” 

teeters on the precipice of sublimity: a mix of terror and beauty—all from the safe vantage of a 

sitting-room canapé. Twain’s narrative physically affects its two auditors, leaving Lyon and Crane 
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“breathless and weak with emotion”—not far from the very “shuddering” described by Leopold in 

the soliloquy’s final pages. With its haunting descriptions and eliciting of horror, King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy veers into the realm of the phantasmagoric, taking away the breath of its audience. It was 

like a magic lantern show—only without the magic lantern. 

The physical layout of this particular page mirrors the interdependence of image, text, and 

imagination in King Leopold’s Soliloquy. By extracting a fragment of Scrivener’s text (“some 

bones which they had seen”), the anchorage of Twain’s caption dispatches meaning to the image 

of skulls and bones. Even if these sketched skulls, dragged and scattered in a Congolese field, 

nestled in the grasses, were drawn by hand, they were doubly seen—both by the Congolese and the 

British witnesses. The sketch, which occupies nearly a third of the page, foregrounds a single skull, 

resting beside a femur, partially occluded by the stalks of grass. As the skulls (there are at least 36 

of them) recede into the background, shrinking in size, they become uncountable. Collective 

violence renders precision impossible. Image and text chafe against one another; the image literally 

rests on Scrivener’s testimony, buttressed by the written word. Twain imbued the text with 

panoramic immediacy, as if voyeuristically placing the reader in Scrivener’s position, squarely in 

his point of view. The reader, by implication, becomes an indirect eyewitness to the carnage, now 

fleshless, in the wake of massacre.  

As Barthes delineates, each image telegraphs both a connotative and a denotative quality. 

Given the Shakespearean overtones of King Leopold’s Soliloquy, it is hard not to think of the 

famous skull in Hamlet: poor Yorick’s “infinite jest.” Without context, stripped bare of the caption 

or the written word, the image, especially the foregrounded skull, may connote the seventeenth-

century motif of memento mori (“remember that you will die”). Embedded within the written 

landscape, however, the skulls in Leopold’s realm denote a calculated, collective violence far from 

the realm of Shakespeare’s Danish cemetery. This violence is necropolitical, subjugating life to the 
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power of death, banishing individuated meaning from each person’s demise. Mbembe writes of 

how, in the case of colonial massacres, “lifeless bodies are quickly reduced to the status of simple 

skeletons. Their morphology henceforth inscribes them in the register of undifferentiated 

generality: simple relics of an unburied pain, empty, meaningless, corporealities, strange deposits 

plunged into cruel stupor” (35). Unlike Yorick, these skulls remain nameless, undifferentiated, 

unburied—united by violence and its aftermath. To paraphrase Twain’s secretary, Ms. Lyon, “too 

horribly picturesque” it is. 

The Incorruptible Kodak 

Midway through the text, directly across from Leopold’s script (in this case, his ravings 

against Roger Casement), an image—this time, a woodcut print reproduced from Alice Harris’ 

photograph—occupies an entire page (figure 2).20  

 

20 The page on which the image appears is not paginated but appears between pages 19 and 20. Woodcut prints based on 
photographs dated back to the American Civil War photography of Alexander Gardiner and Timothy O’Brady, often 
resorted to because of the technological limitations of mass circulation of photographs. For more historical context about 
the reproduction of photographs as woodcuts in the 19th-century United States, see Zeller. African American social 
reformer Ida B. Wells-Barnett also enlisted the woodcut—based on a photograph of the 1893 lynching of C. J. Miller in 
Bardwell, Kentucky—in her 1895 publication The Red Record. See Wells-Barnett chap. 4.  
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Figure 2: Leopold’s topography of cruelty. This image was based on a photograph 
taken by missionary Alice Harris, whose name was often replaced by her husband’s in 

credits. Public domain. 

Here, the landscape is pastoral: a gentle stream transects the scenery, and equatorial trees populate 

the top section of the background. A Congolese man sits on the ground, contemplatively, in profile, 

gazing at two small objects only an arm’s length from his own body. An oblique triangular 

constellation comprises the man’s torso, his head, and then the focus of his vision: the two small 

objects, nearly the same shade as the man’s own complexion.  
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This image perches on two different captions, each in its own distinct font. Directly below 

the image, text written in all caps contextualizes the portrait. “FOOT AND HAND OF CHILD 

DISMEMBERED BY SOLDIERS,” it begins. In conversation with the caption, the lines of these 

two objects grotesquely come into focus as a foot and a hand—creating what Barthes calls the 

“studium”—or the aspect of the photo serving as a “kind of education” and recognition of the 

photographer’s (in this case, Alice Harris’) intentions: visual exposure of colonial carnage (Camera 

Lucida 28). This section of the caption, which provides anchorage to the image, grounding it in 

narrative context, identifies the perpetrators (the soldiers) and the victim (a child, of whose body 

we only see fragments—the hand and the foot). The child is both physically present—in a gruesome 

synecdoche, if the hand and foot can possibly stand in for the whole body—and also absent, without 

even a name.  

The caption continues to contextualize the image: “Brought to Missionaries by Dazed 

Father.” Here, it’s important to consider how this caption speaks—or doesn’t speak—to the image. 

It frames the identity of the man in the photo—he has become a “dazed father.” Morel’s King 

Leopold’s Rule in Africa (1904) had included the same image and had provided further context, 

including the father’s name (Nsala) as well as the daughter’s (Boali) (444). Yet Twain’s pamphlet 

denies Nsala—unlike the British or American missionaries—his proper name. In a metonymic 

logic, this one man’s tragedy, it seems, must stand in for all Congolese fathers, as a part for a whole. 

In this regard, the caption’s rhetoric thematically rhymes with what literary critic Lynn Festa calls 

“sentimental humanitarianism” (16). Evident in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anti-slavery 

literature, sentimental humanitarianism can be found where “suffering masses are condensed into 

a single unthreatening figure” (6). In this case, the father is speechless—both in terms of being 

“dazed,” but also in terms of being denied any voice—or name—of his own in the text. Sontag 

elucidates how images, specifically those of nameless African victims, can perpetuate insidious 
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narratives. She writes, “These sights carry a double message. They show a suffering that is 

outrageous, unjust, and should be repaired”; yet, at the same time, “they confirm that this is the 

type of thing which happens in that place” (Regarding 71).  

In keeping with Sontag’s attention to such contradiction, while there are no details of the 

name of “the dazed father,” the caption does provide a nearly surgical precision in terms of the time 

and place: “From Photograph take at Baringa, Congo State, May 15, 1904.” The caption telegraphs 

a message to the reader: the woodcut print—is only a single preposition away from an actual 

photograph, taken at a single moment in time. Thus, the image walks a tightrope between imagined 

reproduction and visual evidence. Like the text as a whole, it resides in a liminal space between the 

real and the (sur)real. Later in the text, after studying what Twain’s stage directions call “some 

photographs of mutilated Negroes,” Leopold rages against “the incorruptible kodak…the only 

witness I couldn’t bribe” (39-40). Here, Twain underscores the difference between the Kodak, a 

machine, which seemingly cannot lie, and humans, all to susceptible to bribes. Yet, at the same 

time, this logic anthropomorphizes the Kodak by endowing it with the humanlike qualities of an 

“incorruptible witness.” By metonymizing the camera—making the machine stand in for the human 

who actually frames and shoots the picture—Twain, through Leopold, constructs the “incorruptible 

kodak” as the ultimate witness, as if free of human influence and immune from corruption.  

But the camera as eyewitness was not exactly “incorruptible.” To the contrary, as many 

scholars have shown, this technology was often leveraged as a tool of empire, colonialism, and 

white supremacy.21 As Cole reminds us, the camera, especially when pointed at the racial Other in 

the name of ethnographic “fact,” often inflicts its own insidious violence: “Photography is 

particularly treacherous when it comes to righting wrongs, because it is so good at recording 

 

21 See Sliwinski, Human Rights In Camera; Peffer 55-77; Wexler; Fehrenbach and Rodogno.  
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appearances” (“Getting Others Right”). Furthermore, as Dean Pavlakis has pointed out, Alice 

Harris staged several of her photographs as re-enactments of atrocity crimes for “dramatic effect;” 

for example, the photograph of Nsala was “a carefully arranged tableau of onlookers, grieving 

father, and severed hand and foot”—a fact that would soon be seized upon to discredit the CRA by 

Leopold’s propagandists (who staged their own photos—an irony apparently lost on the king’s 

Brussels-based publicists)(185-186).22 Many readers of Twain’s text would have recognized these 

recorded appearances such as the one of the dazed father from the photographic magic lantern 

shows, those spaces in which the real and the phantasmagoric blurred under the Western Christian 

gaze.  

Indeed, as early as the soliloquy’s first pages, Twain relies on both documentary and 

abstract, realist and supernatural, imagery to tell his whole story. Opposite the soliloquy’s title page, 

an image of Leopold looms, as if menacing even the typeface listing the author, publisher, and 

edition. In the background, Leopold stands atop a pyramid, hoisting a flag in his right hand and 

what appears to be a scepter in his left. Throngs of headless skeletons, linked by their arms, radiate 

from the base of the pyramid. In the drawing’s foreground, lightning bolts cast their spindly 

shadows onto the grasslands. Unlike the more documentary drawings, this image resides firmly in 

the abstract realm: there may be headless skeletons in the Congo Free State, but they cannot rise 

from the dead and form chains around the despot. In terms of symbolism, in Leopold’s body politic, 

he is the only one with a head—the Congolese skeletons denied of even their own skulls, and, by 

extension, their humanity. Like photographs projected in the magic lantern shows, the drawing 

lingers in the phantasmagoric mode. By turning to the fantastical, Twain aimed to show his readers 

 

22 It is important to keep in mind that, as Peffer points out, in spite of being “staged,” the veracity of the colonial violence 
surrounding the photographs such as those taken by Alice Harris is not at issue (67). The act of staging photos, especially 
in the shadow of collective violence such as war, was a practice dating back to the mid-nineteenth century. Sontag 
describes the staging of photographs in the Crimean War, and Franny Nudelman glosses the practice during the American 
Civil War. See Sontag, Regarding chap. 3; Nudelman chap. 4.  
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that the reality in the Belgian Congo was simultaneously based in documentary evidence—and yet 

it surpassed the imaginative boundaries of a reader’s most obscene visions. The collective violence 

lurked in broad daylight, under the “unbribable” lens of the Kodak, but also after dark, in the 

territory of nightmares.  

The image rests upon a slender caption— “A memorial for the perpetuation of my name. 

—Page 27.”— which signals the interdependency of image and text (2). The reader must turn to 

page 27, nearly halfway through the tract, in order to find context for the caption. The drawing 

shares a synapse with the caption, which then directs the reader to the middle of one of Leopold’s 

rants: in this case, a description of a “memorial for the perpetuation of my name” designed by a 

“madman” who is “full of vindictive enthusiasm over his strange project” (27). As the monarch 

disdainfully describes the memorial, the details bring the drawing into sharp focus: a mausoleum, 

modeled on the Great Pyramid of Cheops, will be built out of 15,000 skulls and skeletons, with a 

base of 13 acres and 451 feet above the ground. Robed and crowned, Leopold holds “his ‘pirate 

flag’” in one hand and his “butcher-knife and pendant handcuffs” in the other (27). Text spills onto 

the following page as the tract of land has been “depopulated,” its former denizens transformed 

into “the spirits of the starved and murdered dead... [who] voice their laments forever in the 

whispers of the wandering winds” (28). Leopold resides not over a colony, but a necropolis. 

Examined side by side, an arithmetic of human suffering emerges from the image and the 

text. A macabre calculus infiltrates Leopold’s description of the memorial. Each “osseous fence,” 

he explains, consists of “200,000 skeletons on a side, which is 400,000 to each avenue” (28). In 

trying to communicate the scale of the violence in the Congo Free State, Twain turned to United 

States geography, a narrative strategy indicative of an appeal to his American readership. Twain 

ventriloquized a revealing analogy through Leopold: “It is remarked with satisfaction that it 

aggregates three or four thousand miles (single-ranked) of skeletons—15,000,000 all told—would 
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stretch across America from New York to San Francisco” (28). Veering into bureaucratic rhetoric, 

king prognosticates an “output of 500,000 corpses a year when my plant is running full time” before 

projecting “fresh skeletons enough to continue the transcontinental file…a thousand miles into the 

Pacific” (28-29). In tandem, the drawing and the paragraph enable Twain to create a cartography 

of collective violence and to better communicate the scale of Leopold’s carnage to his American 

readership. By providing his readers with a geographical scope, however U.S.-centric, Twain 

provided them the imaginative longitudes and latitudes of scenes of crimes against humanity. 

The Terrible Story, Brought Thoroughly Home 

At the home of a New Hampshire neighbor in autumn of 1905, mere months after the 

publication of King Leopold’s Soliloquy, Twain met a fellow reformist who shared his growing 

exasperation with the tactics of the CRA. Unlike Twain, Dihdwo Twe, a Liberian student, had 

actually visited the Congo Free State prior to studying at Cushing Academy in Ashburnham, 

Massachusetts. In a letter dated February 8, 1906, Twe confided in Twain his frustration with the 

reform movement’s reliance on printed materials to reach its intended audience:  

…To speak the truth, I am dissatisfied with the method of the 
‘Congo Reform Association’; they are trying to influence this 
great country by distribution of printed circulars. This will take 
too much money, too long [a] time, and besides the result will 
always remain uncertain. (UCCL 07333) 
 

Twe’s letter evinces skepticism about the CRA’s faith in “printed circulars”—such as Twain’s own 

King Leopold’s Soliloquy—to inaugurate political reform. The Liberian student’s concerns were 

rooted in finances (“too much money”) and temporality (“too long [a] time”). But most of all, he 

pinpointed his doubts in something that haunts literary efforts to sway human rights to this day—

the lack of a quantifiable barometer with which to measure the effects of the literature: “the result 

will always remain uncertain.” Of course, readers like Ms. Lyon might recoil from the nightmarish 

imagery. But after the shuddering, as Twain’s own Leopold predicted, would she and her fellow 
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readers turn away? For the Liberian reformer, printed materials—the written words, the printed 

photographs—were simply not enough.  

If Twain’s pamphlet had failed to bring the Americans to the Congo Free State, then Twe 

wanted to bring the corporeality of the Congo Free State to the Americans. It turns out that Twe 

had his own scheme in mind: a proposal to bring two or three Congolese children with mutilated 

limbs to the United States. The CRA, approximately $5,000 in debt (in spite of the soliloquy’s 

proceeds, donated by Twain), refused (Hawkins 171). According to a note penned by Lyon, written 

on the back of Twe’s letter, the American author endorsed the idea, deeming it “excellent, but he 

doubts if it is really worthwhile to continue to the agitation in America with the idea of getting help 

from our government” (qtd. in Hawkins 171). The volition of the Congolese children, it seems, was 

never in question for either Twe or for Twain. 

While Twe’s proposal never came to fruition, his idea brings to light the political limits 

and possibilities of the paired printed word and image. Let us consider Barthes’ claim that images, 

such as photographs, pin their subjects to a single moment, “anesthetized and fastened down, like 

butterflies” (Camera Lucida 57). If an image tethers its subject to a single instance in the past, then 

the presence of a human being—a survivor of Leopold’s violence brought over to America, for 

instance—would shift temporality. No longer fastened down on the page, the Congolese survivor 

would breathe, move, and inhabit the present tense, no longer captive on the page, and no longer 

surrounded by words of others. Twe’s idea rests on the faith in naked eye-witnessing: if only the 

American people could see the evidence of Leopold’s carnage not in a photograph or a drawing, 

but in real life, bridging the gulf between page and reader, witnessing without the intermediary of 

the Kodak. By this logic, if the American people could not only read, but also hear the testimony 

of the Congolese children—translated both literally and figuratively into a language accessible to 

the audience—then they would be unable to turn away. By eschewing adults as representatives of 
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Leopold’s violence in his humanitarian appeal, the Liberian activist relied on the visual registers of 

children as what anthropologist Liisa Malkki has called “embodiments of a basic human goodness” 

and as sufferers (60). Twe wanted to correct what Sir Arthur Conan Doyle would later point to as 

the failure of the CRA: poor storytelling (“the terrible story has not been brought thoroughly home 

to the people”)(vii). If the story had not been thoroughly brought home to the American people, 

then Twe would turn to the interpellating act of the physical presence of human beings. According 

to this logic, the Congolese children would be made to literally stand in for the story—one that had 

to be told even better than before. 

By eliminating the camera, Twe would bring the American audiences one step closer to 

believing the crime with their own eyes. Twe assumed that belief of this crime’s existence—what 

George Washington Williams had in 1890 called a “crime against humanity” and what Raphael 

Lemkin would later list as an example of genocide—would leave its witnesses with no choice but 

to act. The preposition shifts, and the game changes: Twe aimed for Americans to no longer linger 

in the realm between word and image, but beyond word and image. According to this idealist logic, 

having survived the harrowing journey of the imagination, they would emerge on the other side, 

ready to slay the man whom Twain called a “bloody monster whose mate is not findable in human 

history anywhere” (“Autobiographical Dictation,” MT02164). These limbless children were never 

brought from Africa to America as evidence of Leopold’s murderous campaign. Meanwhile, in 

Brussels, the monster and his publicists were preparing to strike back against Twain—not only with 

words, but also with images. 

Answering Twain 

Though Twain and Twe may have despaired of the ability of printed materials to affect 

quantifiable political change, evidence suggests otherwise: Twain’s salvo of the soliloquy 

prompted a counterattack from Leopold’s propaganda machine. In 1907, a Brussels-based 
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publishing house issued An Answer to Mark Twain, a 47-page tract written in English, presumably 

aimed at the American and British readers of King Leopold’s Soliloquy. While the opening and 

closing pages of An Answer rely on language—several paragraphs accuse the American author of 

“an infamous libel” against the Congo Free State—the majority of the document places its faith in 

photographic evidence to contradict Twain’s claims.  

The Belgian propaganda participates in an irrational game of mixing and matching word 

and image: for every accusation of violence in Twain’s soliloquy, An Answer responds with a 

pastoral photograph. Specifically, the tract takes aim at the reliance on illustrations in the reform 

efforts of Morel, who, in asking Twain to pen an attack on Leopold, “knew perfectly well that the 

soliloquy could not meet with success unless it was illustrated by the usual drawing of alleged acts 

of cruelty which had been promenaded all over England for years in the West African Mail” (An 

Answer 41). Explanatory paragraphs bookend the middle section of An Answer, which follows a 

pattern: each page juxtaposes Twain’s words, pastoral photographs of the Congo Free State, and 

captions of enthusiastic Western bystanders. The featured images include the following subjects: 

(a) landscapes, usually grasslands, emptied of humans, (b) infrastructure projects built with 

Congolese labor, such as railroads and bridges, and (c) medical clinics, technical schools, or 

churches, in which white men oversee what the Belgians term Congolese “progress.” The visual 

scaffolding belies the tract’s trust in its imagery to demolish the factual claims of Twain’s language. 

In its Belgian creators’ absurd calculus, the pastoral nature of the images could outweigh the 

American author’s excoriating sentences, as if the existence of able-bodied Congolese people in 

selected photos precluded the occurrence of sadistic mutilation and systematic massacre occurring 

outside of the aperture’s purview.  

Somewhat ironically, both Twain and Leopold’s publicists (the Bulens Brothers of 

Brussels) relied on the same strategy: faith that imagery—bolstered by written captions—would 
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annihilate the other side’s narrative. In this particular war of stories told by Western men about the 

Congo Free State, images were cannon fodder, and words the match to ignite the salvos against the 

other side. For example, a quotation plucked from King Leopold’s Soliloquy marches across pages 

20 and 21 of An Answer to Mark Twain: “The Congo State is wiping a nation of friendless creatures 

out of existence.” A series of four photographs, two on each page, depicts Belgian physicians in 

the proximity of Congolese subjects (“Doctor attending patients”), ostensibly tending to patients 

outside of thatched huts or brick buildings (22).23 These four images, plus the captions detailing the 

scientific inquiry into “tropical diseases,” serve as a direct rebuke to Twain’s quotation.  

Yet the piece de resistance of the propagandist tract was its back cover: a case of fearful 

symmetry. In this visual sleight-of-hand, two nearly identical photos depict two Congolese women 

who sit outside a thatched dwelling, shaping pots. Beneath the first photo, a caption reads, “Potters 

at Work in the Congo” (48). In the second photo, Belgian legerdemain has swapped one type of 

object for another: the handicrafts are no longer pots, but skulls. In reference to E.D. Morel’s 

headquarters, the caption reads, “The Same Photo at Liverpool” (48). Through this doctoring of 

photographs, this technological abracadabra, the pamphlet implicitly accuses the CRA of 

hyperbole. In doing so, it erases evidence of Leopold’s own colonial violence against the humans 

left outside the camera’s frame. 

History that Rhymes 

At the crossroads between documentary and abstract depictions of collective violence, the 

eclectic variety of images in King Leopold’s Soliloquy raises questions about fact, testimony, and 

witnessing in the realm of human rights and collective violence. Following in the lineage of the 

 

23 Read retrospectively, the images of medical experimentation eerily resonate with the colonial campaigns of collective 
violence elsewhere on the continent: the German massacres of the Herero peoples in German South West Africa from 
1904 to 1907, during which certain prototypes of medical experiments were first tested by Eugen Fischer, later to be 
taught to Nazi physicians and used during the Holocaust (Mamdani, When Victims Become Killers 12).  
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phantasmagoric magic lantern shows, Twain’s text puts forth an implicit claim: that documentary 

realism—such as the image of the nameless father staring at the childless limbs—is, in a way, more 

nightmarish than a fantastical, abstract drawing of Leopold, flanked by headless skeletons. Like the 

audiences of the phantasmagoric magic lantern shows, Twain’s readers constructed a virtual 

landscape of the “horribly picturesque,” their imaginations activated by both word and image. Still, 

as Twe pointed out to Twain, the political results of such reactions were nebulous—did American 

readers, as Twain’s Leopold predict, simply “shudder and turn away?” In a letter, Twain himself 

confided that his Liberian correspondent would be better off making his case about Congo reform 

“in the lions’ cage at the zoo” rather than to a group of human beings (“SLC to Dihdwo Twe,” 

UCCL 08269). Could literature really move masses of readers to lobby for reform? Nearing the 

end of his life, Twain considered his reform work a failure, lamenting that, unlike Morel, his own 

“literary interests” made him “not a bee” but instead “a lightning bug” (“SLC to Thomas S. 

Barbour,” UCCL 08249). Yet even as a self-proclaimed “lightning bug,” he shed enough light on 

Leopold’s necropolitical crimes—the mutilations and the massacres—to rouse a reaction from the 

monarch’s own propaganda machine.  

The resulting cataclysm of literary word and image initiated imaginative potentialities with 

political imperatives. Only weeks after Twain’s resignation from the CRA, a letter from a reader, 

one Mrs. Howland, briefly rekindled his faith in his own literary efforts. Ms. Lyon recounted how, 

after Howland’s “tribute to the power of the pamphlet she wrote—‘Money have I none, but I’ll 

work like ‘Hell’ to help the cause.’ Her zeal moved Mr. Clemens almost to tears. He shouted with 

joy & then read it all over again—& said he’d ‘take that letter to Washington next week’” (qtd. in 

Hawkins 168). Later that year, Theodore Roosevelt, with whom Twain had met several times to 

advocate for reform in the Congo Free State, reached out to Britain to put diplomatic pressure on 

Belgium; in 1908, Belgium annexed the colony, removing it from the hands of Leopold, who 



 

 56 

ordered all archives of the Congo Free State destroyed. Yet, in 1909, after Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

had appealed via letter to the American author to return to the movement, Twain excoriated the 

apathy of so-called Christians in his written response:  

It seems curious that for about thirty years Leopold & the Belgians 
have been daily and nightly committing upon the helpless Congo 
natives all the hundred kinds of atrocious crimes known to the 
heathen savage & the pious inquisitor without rousing 
Christendom to a fury of generous indignation. (Qtd. in Hawkins 
175)   

 
To know, it seems, was not necessarily to be roused. 

 
Kin to the King 

In 1905, when Mark Twain enlisted imagery and literature to censure the colonial atrocities 

occurring a world away in the Belgian Congo, it was at the zenith of American imperialism and 

racial consolidations promoting Anglo-Saxon supremacy at home. That same year witnessed the 

publication of Thomas Dixon’s novel The Clansman (adapted ten years later as D.W. Griffith’s 

film The Birth of a Nation). Across the American South, white citizens, equipped with cameras, 

documented the spectacle of the ritualized lynchings of African American citizens. Anticipating 

the organized terror of what would be known as the second wave of the Klan (considered by many 

to begin in 1915 after the release of Griffith’s film), white spectators scrawled captions such as 

“Let the White Supreme Forever Be” beside these gruesome photographs (qtd. in Bernstein 54). 

Perpetrators and bystanders alike mailed these snapshots of collective violence as postcards, which 

crisscrossed the continent under the auspices of the U.S. Postal Service.24 Ironically, this point was 

made by none other than the Belgian writers of An Answer, who observed that the Twain’s 

“sympathy is exclusively extended to the Congo natives. He is not in the least interested in a better 

 

24 Due to the mass influx of lynching photographs as postcards, in 1908 the U.S. Postmaster banned the practice by adding 
section 3893 to the Comstock Law, thus expanding the meaning of “indecent” material to include those that might “incite 
arson, murder, or assassination” (qtd. in Kim 174).  
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understanding between blacks and whites in the United – States” (7). While deeply attuned to issues 

of international human rights, the 1905 soliloquy is tone deaf to its own intranational violence. For 

all of Twain’s appeal to human rights, political reform, and his readers’ empathy, there is—to quote 

Hamlet—a “rub”: a narrative hypocrisy, a willed blindness to the necropolitical violence within 

America’s own borders—the very violence documented by Ida B. Wells and anti-lynching activists 

in the United States.  

As documented in the pages of King Leopold’s Soliloquy, on May 15, 1904, a “dazed 

father” gazed at his daughter’s hand and foot in Baringa, Congo Free State. Meanwhile, on the very 

same day, across the Atlantic, in the town of Appling, Georgia, a white mob lynched John 

Cummings, an African American citizen (Ginzburg 258). Though these white American spectators 

didn’t fear the Kodak—in fact, they embraced it—time and time again they proved themselves kin 

to King Leopold, thirsty for blood and hungry for violence.25 To borrow an adage commonly 

misattributed to none other than Mark Twain, while history may not have repeated itself, it 

rhymed.26 Whether in Baringa or in Appling, the Kodak—a mute witness that resisted bribery—

testified to crimes against humanity. If we look closely enough across the centuries, we can listen 

to history, and we can even hear it rhyme. 

Hollywood and the Humanitarians: Ravished Armenia 

History also rhymed when it came to the strategies adopted by U.S. activists over ten 

years later in their efforts to raise awareness about atrocities taking place in the Near East. What 

would later become known as the Armenian genocide committed by leaders of the Ottoman 

 

25 As Apel and Smith write of lynching in the Jim Crow United States, the act of documenting the crime was both part 
of and proof of the white supremacist violence: “Making a photograph became part of the ritual, helping to objectify and 
dehumanize the victims…[Photographs] expanded the domain of lynching to those absent, extending the culturally 
divisive function of lynching beyond the purview of any particular mob” (16-17). See also Hale ch. 5.  
26 Several academic sources misattribute this quotation to Mark Twain. For examples, see Miller 36 and Moores.  
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Empire took place from 1915 to 1923. During this time, an estimated 1.5 million Armenians were 

killed, alongside those who were displaced, raped, starved, or forcibly converted to Islam (Frieze, 

“Arshaluys” 60). In 1915, Aurora Mardiganian was forced from her home near Harput (located in 

present-day Turkey) and deported in a series of long marches through the desert (figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: The cartography of atrocity in Ravished Armenia. This map of Aurora 
Mardiganian's journey, as featured in her memoir, provided geographic orientation for a 

Western audience. Public domain. 

As critic Donna-Lee Frieze has noted, the experience of genocide was a gendered one: since most 

men had already been murdered through mass killing or forced starvation, women and children 

“were the principal victims of…genocidal methods” such as sexual slavery, forced conversion to 

Islam, and torture (“Arshaluys” 59). Mardiganian’s story was similar in this regard: as detailed in 

her memoir, after the deaths of her father and brother, she witnessed female friends, family 

members, and strangers massacred, starved, and sexually violated. Along the way, she was 

coerced into the harem of a Turkish warlord and pressured under the threat of violence to convert 

from Christianity to Islam. 
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Meanwhile, certain diplomats and missionaries—most notably American ambassador to 

Turkey Henry Morgenthau—sounded the alarm through cables and telegrams, pleading with a 

recalcitrant U.S. government to act. The diplomat, who would go on to publish his account of his 

experiences abroad in Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story (1918), became a founding board 

member of Near East Relief.27 In their attempts to publicize the story of Mardiganian and her 

fellow Armenians, NER and Hollywood producers relied on a pastiche of genres, aesthetics, and 

mediums: they overlay the lucrative and sensational cinematic genre of “white slavery” narrative 

onto a framework that combined Orientalist aesthetics with a rhetoric of Christian salvation. In 

doing so, they conscripted Mardiganian, an Armenian Christian woman, into the racialized 

category of white, thus making her less foreign and more familiar to the Euro-American 

filmgoers. 

Whether in regard to Ravished Armenia (also known as Auction of Souls) or its general 

philanthropic campaign, which advocated for “Relief in the Near East: Armenia – Greece – Syria 

– Persia,” NER couched its discourse and iconography in tropes of Victorian morality (figure 4) 

(Balakian, “Photography” 106).28 

 

 

27 Philanthropist and businessman Cleveland H. Dodge helped to found the American Committee for Armenian and 
Syrian Relief in the wake of Morgenthau’s pleas for help on behalf of the “Armenians, Greeks, and other minorities in 
the Near East who were forced from their homes following the violent upheavals in the Ottoman Empire at the 
outbreak of World War I” (“Near East Foundation | History”). 
28 As Slide notes, the film went by both Ravished Armenia and Auction of Souls: “No explanation can be found for 
this—except perhaps that the latter is a more melodramatic and lurid title and less country-specific—and throughout the 
film’s commercial life, both names were utilized interchangeably” (13). 
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Figure 4: A Near East Relief campaign vows that “They Shall Not Perish.” This 
poster by artist Douglas Volk on behalf of the American Committee for Relief in the Near 

East drew on Christian iconography to appeal to Western donors.  
Public domain. 

In the words of critic Peter Balakian, posters such as this one “appropriated sentimental Christian 

notions of mothers and children, suffering innocence, and martyrdom” so as to catalyze its 

audience to act on behalf of the people known as the “starving Armenians” (110).29 It was in this 

climate that 16-year-old Mardiganian reached the U.S., having escaped from Armenia, in 1917. 

Taken in by an Armenian couple, she placed an advertisement in a New York newspaper in 

search of her missing brother, which caught the attention of screenwriter Henry Gates (Slide 11). 

With his wife Eleanor, Gates oversaw the transcription and translation of the young woman’s 

 

29 For more on visual media technologies, Ravished Armenia, and the nascent humanitarian industry during this time, 
see also Torchin. 
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story, Ravished Armenia, which was published in the U.S. and the U.K. in 1918 in book form as 

well as magazine serial (Slide 7-8). Nora Waln, NER publicity secretary, adapted a screenplay 

from the book; producer William Selig acquired the rights; and filming began in Southern 

California.30  

As author of the memoir and lead actress in the film, Mardiganian, who spoke very little 

English, soon catapulted to stardom—though most likely against her own will.31 Movie posters 

featuring her image promised audiences that none other than “Aurora Mardiganian herself” would 

re-enact “unspeakable adventures” during “two years in Turkish harems” (figure 5). 

 

30 As Slide notes, the authorship of the screenplay remains uncertain: while publicity posters listed Nora Waln as its 
creator, “extant copies of the script credit it to Frederic Chapin,” whose final credit, “if indeed it is the same gentleman, 
is for the music on a nudist film” titled Unashamed: A Romance, released in 1938 (13).  
31 According to Slide, Eleanor, the wife of Harvey Gates, asked Mardiganian to sign a paper giving her permission to 
go to Los Angeles, where she “should have her picture taken,” which the young Armenian woman mistook as a 
photograph being taken instead of a film. Mardiganian recalled “I said I don’t know what in that paper is. I said I don’t 
understand my language much. I don’t understand your English. And they said $15 was a lot of money. I was naïve. I 
didn’t know nothing” (qtd. in Slide 13).  
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Figure 5: Publicity for Auction of Souls tantalizes the public with promises of 
“unspeakable adventures.” This promotional poster for the film (also known as Ravished 

Armenia) assured U.S. audiences that the events would be re-enacted "truthfully and 
without exaggeration." Public domain. 

The construction of Mardiganian’s stardom was not only visual, however: it also involved the 

stripping away of her identity, substituting the Armenian first name “Arshalouys” with the 

English “Aurora,” the closest translation, which in itself conjured a celestial, near heavenly 

connotation of light.32 As cultural critic Richard Dyer has observed, the “representational power” 

of white bodies in U.S. cinema often relies on a visual juxtaposition with “non-whiteness” to give 

 

32 I have encountered variations on the spelling of her given name among scholars, both as “Arshalouys” and 
“Arshaluys.” 
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it definitional substance (“White” 45-47). And in the narrative schema constructed by the 

American humanitarians and Hollywoodians, that visual and verbal connotation of celestial 

whiteness relied on a contrast with a darkness, an Otherness. As will be discussed in the coming 

pages, as an Armenian, Mardiganian occupied an ambiguous racial identity in the United States 

during the 1910s; for the purposes of the film, however, she was white—at least relative to her 

Turkish captors. 

Celestial Bodies 

The film achieved this racialized bifurcation of white and non-white Other much in part 

due to grafting of the generic conventions of “white slavery” films, which normally took place in 

the United States, onto a narrative unfolding in Armenia. Popular during the 1910s, white slavery 

films took inspiration from novels or newspaper headlines and featured young white women, 

often in an urban environment, who were coerced into prostitution by an ethnic “Other.” The 

racialized anxieties propelling these plots dovetailed with more general fears among American 

whites of so-called “race suicide.” Coined by sociologist and eugenicist Edward A. Ross in 1901, 

the phrase refers to the demographic decline of the white population allegedly submerged by an 

influx of foreign immigrants. In his report The Causes of Race Superiority (1901), Ross borrows 

from the logic of Social Darwinism to describe the phenomenon: “There is no bloodshed, no 

violence, no assault of the race that waxes upon the race that wanes. The higher race quietly and 

unmurmuringly eliminates itself rather than endure individually the bitter competition it has failed 

to ward off from itself by collective action” (88). In the following decade, Theodore Roosevelt 

continued to popularize Ross’ phrase, such as in his 1905 speech, “On American Motherhood,” 

which despaired over the prospect of declining white birth rates, calling those families who 

refused to have more than two children guilty of “race suicide” and “deservedly…on the point of 
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extinction” (par. 14).33 In 1910, The Mann Act (also known as the White Slavery Act) passed, 

prohibiting the transportation of women and girls for “immoral purposes.”34 As historian Jessica 

R. Pliley writes, the term “white slavery” evoked “racialized understandings of female 

vulnerability, prompted vigorous debates about prostitution, rampant sexuality, and urban life, 

and conjured a particular set of conceptions that rendered women both as victims and subjects of 

sexual surveillance” (2).  

Given the zeitgeist of racialized phobia about white female bodies, the time was prime 

for white slavery films. Indeed, crowds flocked to the theaters, breaking box office records for 

feature films based on, in the words of one historian, “shocking case studies” that “fueled a 

nationwide panic”: in 1913, The Inside of the White Slave Traffic premiered, followed by 

Smashing the Vice Trust (1914), House of Bondage (1914), and Is Any Girl Safe? (1916). In each 

film, passive and helpless white women were coerced into sexual slavery, often by so-called 

“foreigners” from places such as Southern or Eastern Europe.  

Meanwhile, Armenians entering the U.S. at the turn of the century occupied a nebulous 

category when it came to racialized hierarchies, especially as exclusion acts began to restrict 

immigration from Asia and Central Asia. But near the end of the century’s first decade, their legal 

 

33 The themes in Roosevelt’s speech anticipate those in “white genocide,” the white nationalist conspiracy theory 
popularized in 1995 by white supremacist David Lane, referring to the myth that there is a conspiracy (mostly from the 
Jewish people) to render the white race extinct, dating back to eugenics. 1917, American eugenicist Madison Grant’s 
The Passing of the Great Race had just been published (Hitler later referred to it as his “Bible”). “White genocide” 
also has another meaning, however: it is used for completely different purposes in the Armenian community to describe 
“the threat of assimilation used in the dominant discourse of identity in Armenian diaspora communities all over the 
world” (Schwalgin 72).  
34 The law’s long title was “An Act to further regulate interstate and foreign commerce by prohibiting the transportation 
therein for immoral purposes of women and girls, for other purposes.” Diffee provides context for this white slavery 
panic, which “emerged out of the rapid urbanization and industrialization of the postbellum period, complemented by a 
massive influx of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe after 1880…Responding to the anxieties surrounding 
these young women, white slavery narratives could express the dangers of the new leisure culture and the liberalization 
of the sexual attitudes it connoted, while inverting the threat of female independence into more reassuring images of 
female passivity. To these generational issues were added racial overtones through the association of the white slavery 
ring with various exotic foreigners—originally the French maquereau, but later Italians and Russian and Hungarian 
Jews as well—thereby expressing middle-class fears of race suicide” (Diffee 416). 
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and racialized status began to change. As early as 1909, U.S. courts deemed that Armenians, in 

the words of critic Janet Okoomian, “were classified as white or Caucasian and consequently 

linked with Europe in the Western imagination” (in stark contrast to groups such as Cypriots and 

Indians from neighboring regions who could also appear “white”) (Okoomian 217-218).35 Hence, 

as a Christian woman from a group newly categorized as white—at least in the legal sense—

Mardiganian, arriving in 1917, could be shoehorned into the profile of a heroine in the vein of a 

white slavery film.36  

Her stardom, in effect, resulted from what Dyer calls the “production/consumption 

dialectic of the cinema” (Stars 34). In other words, both production and consumption were 

primed for Mardiganian’s stardom: in terms of the affective aspects of consumption, she 

represented a white, Christian woman in need of American salvation. In terms of economic 

production, the genre of “white slavery” films, had proved lucrative for Hollywood producers. In 

constructing Mardiganian’s stardom, NER thread a needle of positioning its heroine as both 

foreign and yet familiar, helpless yet strong, and chaste yet sexualized. On one hand, NER took 

what Edward Said would have called an Orientalist outlook, framing Armenians as Other, hailing 

from the exotic and mysterious (Near) East.37 On the other hand, it framed them as the same: part 

of a larger, and white, Christian kinship—in stark contrast to the Turkish (and Muslim) 

 

35 Okoomian writes, “This was accomplished despite the fact that other West and South Asian groups, such as Cypriots, 
Iranians, Syrians, and Indians were at various times legally excluded from the category ‘white’ even when they, like 
Armenians, could claim to be ‘Caucasian’ or appeared white. Armenian whiteness was therefore both an effect of the 
Asian exclusion acts and a tool used in the exclusion of other Asian immigrants from racial whiteness ” (218). The two 
court cases cited by Okoomian were (1) the 1909 case  In re Halladjian (in which the judge decided that the four 
petitioners denied naturalization looked like Europeans and thus were “white”)(218-219) and (2) U.S. v. Catorzian (in 
which the judges argued the Armenians were of “Alpine stock,” quoting historians, anthropologists, and offering 
examples of Russian/Armenian intermarriage)(218-220). For more on the relationship between turn-of-the-century 
laws, Armenian identity, and whiteness, see also Frieze, “Arshaluys Mardiganian” 67. 
36 Hollywood (and Selig, the film’s producer) had also drawn upon this combination of “the literary titillation of the 
Oriental harem and Turkish cruelty” as early as 1909 in the film In the Sultan’s Power (Torchin 217). 
37 Said writes, “I shall be calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s 
special place in the European Western experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of 
Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, 
and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other” (1). 
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perpetrators, who lured young women into their harems. In publicity for Ravished Armenia, the 

trade press urged audiences to buy tickets and see “a Sensational story of Turkish Depravity” 

(Slide 17). Riding on the coattails of public fears about white slavery, humanitarians and 

Hollywood producers positioned Mardiganian as white in order to broker a narrative palatable 

and familiar for Euro-American filmgoers. As critic Donna-Lee Frieze has written, the film was a 

“sensation” not because of its reviews, which were mixed, but because "the publicity focused on 

rape, redemption, religion, and race” (“Arshaluys” 66).         

But it wasn’t enough merely to seize upon the generic white slavery formula so 

financially successful in Hollywood. The cinematic adaptation also required dramatic revisions to 

the memoir’s narrative—most notably, the addition of a romantic subplot and augmenting the role 

of an unambiguously white Western character. The adaptation embellished two minor characters 

from the original book: Miss Graham, a “very young and pretty” English schoolteacher working 

at a local school for orphans, and Andranik, a young man who is the suitor of Aurora’s sister 

Lusanne (79). In the film, Andranik (Irving Cummings) metamorphizes into Aurora’s love 

interest. Meanwhile, Miss Graham, who occupies only a few pages in the memoir, catapults to the 

status of a main character. Played by the blond, Swedish-born Anna Q. Nilsson, her character’s 

prominence offered an unambiguously white heroine to whom Euro-American audiences could 

also relate. Alongside Aurora, her character was sold into a harem, mirroring the plots of other 

white slavery films. Seizing upon the discourse of historical “accuracy,” the film’s publicity 

peddled in erotic imagery and sensationalized promises such as “Ravished Armenia to show real 

harem” and “With other pretty naked girls, pretty Aurora Mardiganian was sold for eighty-five 

cents” (qtd. in Slide 17).  

These sexuality and salvation strands coalesced most powerfully in the sensational scene 

of female crucifixion, which featured prominently in promotional materials. As evident in this 
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two-page advertisement that featured in the May 1919 edition of Moving Picture World, word 

and image jointly telegraphed a narrative that promised both titillating sexuality and Christian 

motifs of martyrdom (figure 6). The image, a still from the film, evoke Barthes’ observation that 

a photograph is “violent,” not necessarily because “it shows violent things, but because on each 

occasion it fills the sight by force” (Camera Lucida 91).  

 

Figure 6: A film still depicts a fate for Armenian women that is “worse than death 
itself.” This advertisement from Motion Picture World enlisted double entendre and 

Christian rhetoric to describe “the climax of previous sufferings” experienced by female 
victims of the genocide. Public domain. 

On the left page, a vulture perches on a wooden cross, to which a nude woman has been crucified. 

Her blank eyes look upward, and her dark hair cascades over her body, her left breast exposed to 

the camera. The right page echoes this imagery, with eight other crucified women, the 

background bisected by sand dunes and faint clouds. The text, which fills the upper half of the 

right page, contextualizes the imagery, positioning it in a redemptive framework: “These 
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martyred Armenian women are paying for their Christianity with their lives. Their crucifixion is 

but the climax of previous sufferings declared by Aurora Mardiganian to be worse than death 

itself” (1297). The advertisement assured the public of the film’s endorsement from National 

Board of Censors, the president emeritus of Harvard University, “distinguished churchmen of all 

Christian sects; Jewish rabbis; and leading citizens from all walks of life” for “the good it will 

do” (1297). In an unspoken arithmetic of humanitarianism, the ten-dollar tickets could purchase 

not only a titillating filmgoing experience but also support “Ravished Armenia”—or, in the words 

of “leading citizens, do “good.” In tandem, word and image form a narrative palimpsest of 

sexuality, sadomachism, and salvation. But in spite of the publicity campaign’s promises of the 

“real,” and that “every word is truth,” both the film adaptation and the memoir in fact diverged 

excised the reality of what Mardiganian had actually witnessed: vaginal impalement (Slide 17). 

Mardiganian later recalled to film historian Anthony Slide: “That’s the way they killed—the 

Turks. Americans have made it in a much more civilized way. They can’t show such terrible 

things” (qtd. in Slide 10). To borrow the words from Twain’s secretary Isabel Lyon, such sights 

proved “too horribly picturesque” for either the memoir or the movies. 

To this framework of white slavery narrative, romance subplot, and Christian martyrdom, 

Ravished Armenia added a visual veneer of Orientalism. The film’s extant screenplay—the bridge 

between the memoir and the film, drafted by NER publicity secretary Nora Waln— provides 

evidence of this explicit aesthetic strategy. The screenplay notes indicate an intertextuality among 

Orientalist painting and the film’s mise-en-scène in scene 463: “Wide view. Inside slave market. 

Picturesque view. Here girls of all kinds—standing, sitting and reclining. Negroes, Circassians—

elderly women. Very young girls—almost children; some are naked—others scantily clothed. 
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Note: --See Jerome’s painting of the slave market” (260).38 The note in question refers to French 

artist Jean-Léon Gérôme’s 1867 painting entitled The Slave Market.39 In the painting, non-white 

men, dressed in traditional Muslim attire, objectify an enslaved white woman, a “gendered 

depiction,” that, in the words of one critic, suggests an “interconnectedness of sexuality and 

violence in Orientalist visual culture” (Ali 41). In light of the screenplay’s reference to Gérôme’s 

painting, we see how the screenplay imposes Orientalist aesthetics—which simultaneously 

privileged and sexualized white womanhood in stark contrast to a “Far-Eastern” Other—onto 

Mardiganian’s story. This film still from a scene taking place in the harem of Turkish warlord 

Hadji Ghafour echoes this Orientalist motif (figure 7). 

 

38 It continues: “Also study flashlight of slave market used in Chu Chin Chow” (260). Chu Chin Chow was an 
Orientalist musical that debuted in 1916 featuring so-called “Chinese” characters in a Middle Eastern setting 
(presumably Baghdad). 
39 Film historian Anthony Slide concludes that Ravished Armenia’s cinematographer, Gabriel Pollock, also referred to 
Georges Rochegrosse’s painting The New Corner in the Harem (260). 
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Figure 7: Aurora Mardiganian and Anna Q. Nilsson clutch one another in the 
harem of Hadji Ghafour. From the Core collection production files of the Margaret Herrick 

Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. 

Here, the mise-en-scène of lush fruits, sumptuous fabrics, and other women with heads covered in 

traditional Muslim attire underscores how Mardiganian and Miss Graham, clutching one another 

in fear, do not belong. By visually alluding to other Orientalist artwork such as Gérôme’s, the 

scene suggests an atmosphere of latent sexual violence. The iconography of the Miss Graham, the 

white woman, protecting the younger Armenian girl visually echoes the motifs of NER 

paraphernalia, such as the “They Shall Not Perish” poster. In both the painting and the film still, 

the presence of the those in background—the non-Western figures such as the presumably 

Turkish women in headscarves—makes the whiteness of the central figures stand out. 
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Aurora’s Extra-Ordinariness 

As a survivor of the Turkish atrocities, Mardiganian was both ordinary and extraordinary, 

and the presence of crowds in her memoir and its film adaptation underscores this paradox. On 

one hand, her story was ordinary because she was part of a larger group of Armenians persecuted 

based on their religious and ethnic identity. But on the hand, her story was also extraordinary. 

Throughout the pages of her memoir, she defies her captors with audacious courage. For instance, 

in one chapter, she refuses to convert to Islam, unlike many of her peers, telling her Turkish 

abductors , “I will die first…unless you save my family” (96). In the next scene, she escapes the 

warlord Kemal Effendi and jumps from a cliff, swims through the river, “a part of the Euphrates 

of the Bible, with its source in the Garden of Eden,” and forges to the other side (98). Like any 

classic narrator of an autobiography or memoir, she is exceptional.40 In the film version, the 

visual framing of extraordinariness relied on juxtaposing her against a backdrop of crowds—in 

this case, the film extras.  

These extras, however, were not just ordinary people: they were, in fact, played by 

Armenian survivors. The publication Moving Picture World reported that “Among the thousands 

of participating Armenians were many who had actually lived the scenes that were enacted before 

the camera that day. Several women whose relatives had perished under the sword of the Turk 

were overcome by the mimic spectacles of torture and infamy imposed upon their countrymen” 

(“8,000 Armenians” 474). But the extras were not alone in experiencing traumatic aftermath. 

Mardiganian did, too. In a later interview, she recalled her shock on set upon stumbling upon men 

in red fez hats with tassels: “I got a shock. I thought, they fooled me. I thought they were going to 

 

40 Mardiganian’s story is a coming-of-age tale, or bildungsroman—a genre, which, as Joseph Slaughter argues in 
Human Rights, Inc., dovetails with the ideology of human rights: “They are mutually enabling fictions: each projects an 
image of the human personality that ratifies the other’s idealistic visions of the proper relations between the individual 
and society and the normative career of free and full human personality development” (4). 
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give me to these Turks to finish my life.”41 After the film’s premier, the publicity tours began to 

take their toll on her emotional health, and she became suicidal; in response, the producers 

instead sent seven lookalikes in her place on the tour (Slide 25). This doubling—tripling—

septupling—of her persona suggests an interchangeability of her status as survivor in the eyes of 

her Western audience and humanitarian handlers. She may have been extraordinary, but she was 

also quite replaceable. Aurora Mardiganian was a girl in the crowd. And the girls in the crowd 

were Aurora Mardiganian. She became, in effect, as dispensable as the extras. The line between 

extra and extraordinary was, indeed, quite thin.  

In light of this story, the relation of crowds and genocide is an uneasy one. The “extras” 

in the film, were, in fact “extraordinary”: they, unlike many of their family, friends, and fellow 

Armenians, had survived. But their interchangeability—their anonymous nature as faces in the 

crowd as members of a group—was precisely what made them targets for the Ottoman empire 

back at home in Armenia. To their Turkish perpetrators, their existence was extraneous. In an 

unnerving way, the Hollywoodization of Mardiganian’s memoir enacted a second form of 

psychological violence on the survivors and their stories. After all, the goal of a genocidal project 

is to diminish crowds of a certain group of people, reducing their numbers until no one remains. 

In the end, Aurora Mardiganian was no more than a girl in a crowd, replaceable with not one, but 

seven look-alikes, stripped of her singularity.  

In 2007, Armenian-Canadian director Atom Egoyan would draw from this historical 

footnote in a visual installation entitled Auroras, in which seven different women—of various 

ethnic backgrounds—recite passages from Ravished Armenia, in effect suggesting what Timothy 

 

41 Mardiganian continued to describe the shock upon seeing the American actors dressed as Turks: “So I cry very 
bitterly. And Mrs. Gates say, ‘Honey, they are not Turks. They are taking the part of those barbarics. They are 
Americans.’ How will I know they are Americans? They talk English, their language. I have no Armenian around me, 
so I cry’” (qtd. in Slide 15). 
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Long has called a “chorus, a resistant ‘community of witnessing’” (289). Egoyan, like present-

day scholars, has only the screenplay, memoir, film stills, and fragments to draw from. In 1964, 

the majority of film footage mysteriously disappeared—presumably in a fire in the Near East 

Foundation’s archives in New York City.42 In the foreword to the reissued memoir and script for 

Ravished Armenia, Egoyan notes how Mardiganian experienced a double denial, having “lived 

through the experience of genocide, lived through the experience of making a film about that 

genocide, and then witnessed both events effectively disappear—one through the denial of its 

perpetrators, the other through the physical loss of the film itself” (xii). Indeed, to this day, 

Turkey continues to deny that the crime of “genocide” occurred—a claim repeated with even 

more gusto after the U.S. House of Representatives resolved in October 2019 to “reject efforts to 

enlist, engage, or otherwise associated the United States Government with denial of the Armenian 

Genocide or any other genocide” (Schiff).43 The images, words, and evidence bequeathed by 

Aurora Mardiganian’s story remind us that though the word “genocide” may not have existed in 

1915, the crime did.    

Pastiche Humanitarianism  

These two case studies have shown how, in attempts to represent the scope, scale, and 

gravity of international violence to collective Euro-American audiences, humanitarians 

collaborated with artistic creators; they, in turn relied on multisensorial and multi-generic 

approach that relied on the pairing of graphic imagery with sensational narrative. Analysis of 

literature such as King Leopold’s Soliloquy and a cinematic adaptation such as Ravished Armenia 

 

42 Slide finds this hypothesis about the fire dubious and “a somewhat inaccurate claim in that a vast number of items 
survived in a New York warehouse and are currently being catalogued and archived” (27).  
43 Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan balked at the claims: “Countries whose history is stained by genocide, 
slavery and exploitation have no right to give lessons to Turkey” (qtd. in “How genocide denial warps Turkish 
Politics”). 
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demonstrates the interdependence of verbal text and visual imagery in early twentieth-century 

efforts to catalyze political interventions in collective violence. In the first part of this chapter, I 

have shown how, in collaboration with the CRA, Twain stitched together a patchwork of genres: 

literary devices (Shakespearean soliloquy, political satire), human rights rhetoric, and eyewitness 

missionary accounts. He also included illustrations, including stick figures, line drawings, and 

gruesome woodcuts based on eyewitness accounts, especially from British missionary Alice 

Harris. Twain’s strategies of overlaying verbal narrative with shocking imagery descended much 

in part from the tradition of magic lantern shows, which rested on racialized stereotypes of so-

called “savage” Africans allegedly in need of white, Christian salvation. Turning to the following 

decade, the second half of the chapter has demonstrated how, in their efforts to tell and to sell the 

story, NER conspired with Hollywood to seize upon a lucrative cinematic genre, white slavery 

films; a popular aesthetic, Orientalism; and the rhetoric of Christian morality. Doing so required 

the racialized shoehorning of its Armenian Christian heroine into the category of whiteness in 

contrast to her Muslim Turkish captors.  

In the decade following the release of the film, Western interest in the plight of 

Armenians began to fade (Slide 26). Adolf Hitler took note. After invading Poland in 1939, he 

expressed his faith in the collective amnesia when it came to atrocities of the Ottoman Empire. In 

the face of objections to his military invasion, Hitler responded, “[w]ho, after all, speaks today of 

the annihilation of the Armenians?” (qtd. in Schiff). But one person—a young Jewish man from 

the town of Wolkowysk, Poland—had been thinking and speaking of what he later called the 

Ottoman Empire’s “sinister panorama of the destruction of the Armenians” (qtd. in Frieze, 

“Introduction” xi). Faced with the growing threat of Nazism in Europe, linguist and lawyer 

Raphael Lemkin saw parallels between the violence of the Ottoman empire and his own era. If 

Twain and Mardiganian saw words with a bird’s-eye view, then Lemkin looked with a 
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magnifying glass. He could not find the proper noun for what he was witnessing in the present or 

had studied in the past. So he chose to invent one. 



 

 76 

Chapter 2: A New Word for an Old Crime: Coining—and 
Contesting—Genocide 
“In other words, they have waged a war of extermination for which Dr. Lemkin has coined a new 
term of gruesome significance—genocide, derived from the Greek word genos, meaning tribe or 
race, and the Latin cide, by way of analogy with homicide or suicide. And it is here that Hitler’s 
racial fanaticism reveals its true meaning.”         -Otto Tolischus, New York Times Book Review 
 

On January 21, 1945, The New York Times reviewed a newly published study of a 

monster. The title of the review, “Twentieth-Century Moloch,” referred to myth of the tyrannical 

bull-headed Canaanite idol to whom children were sacrificed. Ironically, the text in question, Axis 

Rule in Occupied Europe, featured no explicit violence. As critic Otto Tolischus, a Pulitzer Prize-

winning war correspondent, pointed out in the review, “This is no book of gory atrocities or 

detailed descriptions of mass murder” (1). In fact, Raphael Lemkin’s Axis Rule was a 674-page 

tome of meticulously curated Nazi legal decrees. According to Tolischus, Lemkin could only see 

his Moloch with a magnifying glass: “For out of its dry legalism there emerge the contours of the 

monster that now bestrides the earth. These contours are still so new that Dr. Lemkin himself, 

though he describes minutely the monster’s fangs and claws…dimly recognizes its real character” 

(1). In other words, if Axis Rule were a painting, then Lemkin, its creator, was a Pointillist who 

could only represent its individual dots to his audience. To this day, relatively few people have 

heard of Lemkin, let alone this particular book. Yet the word that Axis Rule first introduced to the 

world—“genocide”—is recognized, debated, invoked, and even avoided on a global scale. In 

giving the crime a label, Lemkin had endowed it with a story, but neither he—nor the average 

reader—could necessarily see the broader narrative arc. Tolischus lamented how the legal 

meticulousness of Axis Rule would attract only a small number of readers: “It is a pity that its 

nature precludes a larger audience” (1). In 1944, Lemkin saw evidence of genocide through a 

microscope. At that moment, at least according to Tolischus, the world needed a pair of 

binoculars.   
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This excerpt from the New York Times Book Review elucidates the challenges of 

Lemkin’s multifaceted efforts to narrativize and name the crime of genocide, a word shaped from 

the clay of his own legally trained imagination. Over the years, he would enlist multiple strategies 

to communicate the contours, stakes, and definition of his word, which Axis Rule, published by 

the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, defined as “the destruction of a nation or of an 

ethnic group” (79). The following year, in 1945, the term began to circulate in the Nuremberg 

Trials held by the Allied Forces against the Nazi leadership—though it was only referenced as 

one aspect of war crimes in Count 3 of the four indictments.1 Lemkin, who felt his term had been 

overlooked and underused, viewed the verdict with disappointment, later writing, “The Allies 

decided their case against a past Hitler but refused to envisage future Hitlers” (Totally Unofficial 

118).2 The word began to circulate more broadly, however, in 1948, which witnessed the drafting 

of the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, of whose 

definition Lemkin was a key architect. In 1959, after dying of a heart attack, he left unfinished 

both an autobiography (entitled Totally Unofficial) and a multi-volume history of genocide. 

Lemkin had lost 49 family members in Europe to the crime that he had given a name (Bartrop and 

Jacobs 1302). 

How Lemkin tried to narrate the meaning, history, and legal implications of the word—to 

get the Americans at home to, as one Polish eyewitness to the concentration camps put it in a 

1942 telegraph to the World Jewish Congress in New York, “believe the unbelievable” (qtd. in 

Power, Problem 33)—is the subject of this chapter. It draws from a foundational concept in the 

field of law and literature studies: the conviction that legal texts such as Lemkin’s Axis Rule can 

 

1 The four counts included (1) The Common Plan or Conspiracy, (2) Crimes against Peace, (3) War Crimes, and (4) 
Crimes against Humanity (“The trial of German major war criminals”).  
2 Lemkin expanded upon the Allies’ judgment: “They did not want to, or could not, establish a rule of international law 
that would prevent and punish future types of the same crime” (Totally Unofficial, 118).   
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be literary and that literary texts, in turn, may hold legal meanings. To borrow from James Boyd 

White’s foundational study of law and literature, When Words Lose Their Meaning, the chapter 

queries “the ways in which words come to have their meanings and to hold or to lose them and 

how they acquire new meanings, both in the individual mind and in the world” (3). I argue that 

Lemkin’s attempts to communicate the crime of genocide exemplify the problem of trying to 

name, narrativize, and analyze a human rights concept.  

In order to better understand Lemkin’s efforts, this comparative chapter reads his oeuvre 

side by side with those of other scholars and activists who either contested or appropriated the 

application and meaning of the word “genocide”: namely, Polish lawyer Hersch Lauterpacht and 

the Civil Rights Congress, an organization of African American activists and intellectuals. I show 

how the word “genocide” evoked a story, and how the subsequent efforts to either contest or 

remake its meaning demonstrate its political, cultural, and moral gravitas. To do so, I first analyze 

Lemkin’s own varied attempts to utilize descriptive autobiographical narration, legal naming, and 

philosophical analysis of the crime of genocide. Next, I demonstrate how naming a crime 

involves telling a story and making visible a gap in the law by comparing Lemkin’s efforts to 

those of his contemporary, Lauterpacht, who lobbied for the inclusion of the term “crimes against 

humanity” in the 1945 Nuremberg statute. In fact, what appear to be complementary terms—

“crimes against humanity” and “genocide”—chafe against each other, posing questions about the 

meaning of humanity, sovereignty, and intent. Finally, I examine how We Charge Genocide, a 

1951 petition drafted by the Civil Rights Congress both embraces and challenges the underlying 

narrative of the word by applying it to a situation Lemkin had not anticipated: the Jim Crow 

United States. The CRC’s efforts demonstrated that the word’s rhetorical power could extend 

well beyond the juridical context of an international court of law. As it began to circulate, the 

meaning of Lemkin’s word was no longer solely his own. 
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Raphael Lemkin, Neologist 

In the shadow of unspeakable crimes—ones that had extinguished the lives of his own 

Jewish kin in the early 1940s—Lemkin’s devout faith in the power of a single word was rare. 

After all, as Primo Levi wrote in his memoir, Survival in Auschwitz, for many Jewish survivors of 

what would become known as the Holocaust, the horror of Hitler’s crimes had rendered language 

inadequate: “Then for the first time, we became aware that our language lacks words to describe 

this offense, this demolition of man” (26). The cultural critic Theodor Adorno famously 

pronounced it “barbaric” to “write poetry after Auschwitz” (“Cultural Criticism and Society” 

34).3  In the midst of war, in a speech given in August 1941, Winston Churchill, describing the 

Nazis’ “methodical, merciless butchery,” proclaimed, “We are in the presence of a crime without 

a name” (qtd. in Manchester and Reid 532). But Lemkin was doing more than simply labeling a 

crime without a name, or what Levi had called the “demolition of man.” He was also telling a 

story, not only of the Nazi’s organized efforts to exterminate an entire group of people based on 

their identity, but of similar efforts that had come before. These examples of genocide ranged 

from King Leopold’s collective violence in the Belgian Congo Free State to the genocide in 

ancient Greece (Lemkin on Genocide 18). From Paris, on the eve of a United Nations meeting in 

1948, New Yorker correspondent Janet Flanner profiled the weary activist, lawyer, and 

lexicographer:  

He invented it [the word “genocide”] in 1933, in angry honor of Iraq’s then recent 
extermination of six hundred Assyrian Christians and in solemn memory of Turkey’s 
extermination of a million Armenians in the “death march” to Aleppo in the first World 

 

3 Scholars have raised issue with this famous line being mistranslated from the original German and also mis-read, 
particularly in relation to the line that directly follows: “And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it is impossible 
to write poetry today” (Adorno, “Cultural Criticism and Society” 34). See, for instance, Rowland. A line from 
Adorno’s Negative Dialectics (1966) further complicates his own earlier 1949 statement: “Perennial suffering has as 
much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream; hence it may have been wrong to say that after Auschwitz 
you could no longer write poems. But it is not wrong to raise the less cultural question whether after Auschwitz you can 
go on living—especially whether one escaped by accident, one who by rights should have been killed, may go on living 
” (362-363).  
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War. Lemkin is a sad, witty, middle-aged man, born in eastern Poland. He was educated 
by his mother, who was a scholar, and he became a lawyer, which he now regrets because 
he feels that lawyers are against progress. In the course of studying genocide, he has, he 
says, discovered that when authorities burn books, they are likely to start burning people 
next, and he wants a law against both. (111)   
 

Flanner’s profile limns several aspects of Lemkin’s self-presentation to the press and the world at 

large: activist, linguist, lawyer, and historian. More importantly, though, it captures his faith in 

the potential of a word to morally compel people to intervene in, and potentially even prevent, 

acts of collective violence intended to destroy an entire group.  

It was years earlier, in the United States, that Lemkin curated evidence of the newly coined crime. 

After fleeing the Third Reich via Russia and then Japan, he ultimately took refuge in Durham, 

North Carolina, in 1941. Thanks to the efforts of Duke University law professor Malcolm 

McDermott, with whom he had previously collaborated, Lemkin briefly joined the school’s law 

faculty before moving to Washington, D.C., in 1942 to work as an analyst for the U.S. War 

Department (figure 8).4 

 

4 For more background on Lemkin’s time in Durham, North Carolina, see Zitser. 
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Figure 8: Raphael Lemkin poses for a group photo at Duke University School of 
Law in Durham, North Carolina. Lemkin is in the fifth row, sixth from the left, in glasses. 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Jack L. Bloom. 

It was in the United States that Lemkin found inspiration for his neologism in an unlikely source: 

the Kodak camera. He would later recall how he admired the word’s “rigorous and distinctive 

personality” as well as its onomatopoetic quality of “imitat[ing]…the sound of an opening and 

closing shutter” (Lemkin on Genocide 24). In the very word “Kodak,” he saw a compass for his 

own term. Lemkin was on a quest: none other than the creation of a word that would change the 

course of humanity. He had studied Kodak founder George Eastman’s three criteria of 

choosing—in fact, inventing—a proper name: first, the word should be short; second, incapable 
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of mispronunciation; and third, unique (Power, Problem 41-42). The label had to be just right, 

and it had to stick in people’s minds, just like Eastman’s brand name.  

Pictures taken by Eastman’s Kodak may have been worth a thousand words. Lemkin, 

relying solely on language to telegraph the magnitude and specificity of the collective violence he 

had witnessed in Europe, chose to rely on just one. As a trained philologist who spoke and read 

seven languages, Lemkin knew that every morpheme counted. However many syllables, whatever 

its etymological roots, his linguistic creation would need to be, as he later wrote, a new word for a 

crime “as old as the history of mankind” (Lemkin on Genocide 20). Ultimately, all three of 

Eastman’s criteria were evident in Lemkin’s word. “Genocide” was short, incapable of 

mispronunciation, and unique. Hypothetically, these three qualities would make it a type of legal 

lingua franca that could transcend linguistic differences and avoid lexical confusion.  

In effect, a mind-bendingly Sisyphean labor pressed upon Lemkin: the task of naming a 

concept that would label the crimes of the past and present in order to intervene in—and 

ultimately prevent the magnitude of—those same crimes in the future. In his posthumously 

published, multi-volume history of the topic, Introduction to the Study of Genocide, he explains 

the need for his neologism: “Genocide is a new word, but the evil it describes is old…It was 

necessary, however, to coin this new word because the accumulation of evil and its devastating 

effects becomes extremely strong in our own days” (Lemkin on Genocide 20-21). According to 

Lemkin, the very act of labeling would at least begin to respond to the problem of collective 

violence in his own time. Similarly, in Axis Rule, he outlines the urgent need for new language:  

New conceptions require new terms. By ‘genocide’ we mean the destruction of a nation 
or of an ethnic group. This word, coined by the author to denote an old practice in its 
modern development, is made from the ancient Greek word genos (race, tribe) and the 
Latin cide (killing), thus corresponding in its formation to such words as tyrannicide, 
homicide, infanticide, etc. (79)      
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By yoking the Greek and Latin roots of genos and cide, Lemkin drew from etymology, and, in 

doing so, became a linguistic genomist and creator of, as he put it, a word for a “new conception.” 

Paradoxically, Lemkin’s word was both old in the sense of historical practice and new in the 

sense of vocabulary, serving as a retrospective telescope. Perhaps, by choosing roots from two 

different languages, Lemkin implied that the roots of no single language could encompass the 

name of the crime he wished to label.  

As both linguist and lawyer, Raphael Lemkin recognized that history and the law 

implicitly tell stories, often through the practices of naming and definition. His coining of a word 

responded to and made visible a gap in the law. His writings evince his deep faith in language to 

label a phenomenon, and, consequently, to affect change:  

When people think about the new phenomenon, when they speak about it fervently, when 
they finally reach out for action in connection with the phenomenon, they feel they must 
have a name for it. Instead of describing this phenomenon with other words and 
scattering the meaning of this phenomenon among many words with different meanings, 
many people prefer to describe the meaning of the new phenomenon by one specific, 
clear, incisive word. (Lemkin on Genocide 21) 
 

Born out of events that “strike…at our conscience with great force,” new words economized and 

distilled meaning, streamlining the act of naming. In Lemkin’s mind, the power of a single, 

specific word outweighed the “scattered” sum of several.  

Lemkin reached this conclusion only by exhausting possibilities of the existing lexicon. 

Having tested out other nouns (“barbarity” and “vandalism”) in the 1930s to describe a specific 

type of collective violence, he invested his political capital in a single word of his own making.5 

If Twain’s approach to language in King Leopold’s Soliloquy took a bird’s-eye view, capaciously 

gathering words to tell a story, Lemkin’s was microscopic. For Twain, the sum of the words was 

 

5 In 1933, Lemkin presented a report to the secretariat of the Unification of Criminal Law at a conference in Madrid: “I 
formulated two crimes: the crime of barbarity and the crime of vandalism. The first consisted of destroying a national 
or religious collectivity; the second consisted of destroying works of culture, which represented the specific genius of 
these national and religious groups” (Totally Unofficial 22). 
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worth more than their parts. For Lemkin, on the other hand, the fate of the world rested on a 

single noun of his making. In his autobiography, he recounts a 1948 conversation with the 

Egyptian ambassador to the United Nations, who asks how genocide might be prevented. 

Lemkin’s response attests to his faith in language and the law: “we make every nation responsible 

to the world community, either by bringing up cases of genocide in the World Court of Justice in 

The Hague, to which all civilized nations belong, or in the U.N.” (Totally Unofficial 139).  In this 

sense, Lemkin was deeply invested in language’s performative capacity, or what Ordinary 

Language philosopher J.L. Austin would call a “performative utterance” in which “the issuing of 

the utterance is the performing of an action—it is not normally thought of as just saying 

something” (6-7). In Lemkin’s mind—and as bore out in the Genocide Convention adopted by 

the United Nations General Assembly in 1948—the naming of the crime would not be simply to 

“say something,” but to perform an action: one that could catalyze internationally coordinated 

political intervention.  

The opening pages of Axis Rule make clear Lemkin’s imagined audience: white, Euro-

American readers. In the preface, he maps out his reasoning for cataloguing the laws of the Axis 

Powers:  

The author feels that such evidence is especially necessary for the Anglo-Saxon reader, 
who, with his innate respect for human rights and human personality, may be inclined to 
believe that the Axis régime could not possibly be as cruel and ruthless as it has been 
hitherto described. (ix) 
 

Lemkin’s preface to Axis Rule explicitly signals his intended audience: the “Anglo-Saxon” 

reader. Within the same breath, Lemkin appeals to these readers, enfolding them into a group 

with “innate respect for human rights and human personality.” Here, much like Twain’s willful 

blindness to the parallels between Leopold’s colonial atrocities in the Congo Free State and Jim 

Crow terror in the U.S. South, Lemkin chooses to ignore chapters of American history 

perpetrated by members of the “Anglo-Saxon” group: slavery, Native genocide, and lynching—
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legacies that would become more difficult for him to ignore years later, in 1951, with the 

publication of the Civil Rights Congress’ We Charge Genocide.6 By Lemkin’s logic, it is this 

very faith in “human rights and human personality” (neither of which he defines), however, that 

may blind his audience to the harsh realities of Hitler’s campaign. His readers, it seems, have not 

been able to make the imaginative leap across the chasm of belief and disbelief—a phenomenon 

of “complete unawareness” of the Third Reich’s crimes that Lemkin witnessed among his 

American colleagues at the War Department in Washington, D.C. (Totally Unofficial 113). In 

terms of structure, Lemkin seems to have trusted that the predominance of curated evidence 

would build his case, as if the accumulated weight of the Third Reich’s fine script would crush 

any doubts about the veracity of his claims.7  

Axis Rule relies solely on textual, legal evidence: cold, calculating codes Lemkin has 

curated for the reader’s edification. Perhaps he hoped that the several hundred pages decrees and 

regulations would tip the scale from the unbelievable to the believable. In its dry, methodical, 

meticulous, genealogical precision, Lemkin’s work embodies a macabre irony: within the 

mundane details lurk a genocidal force of epic proportions. Tolischus’ assessment in the 1945 

New York Times Book Review captured this push and pull between microscopic detail and 

macroscopic implications. It lauded Axis Rule for its expert curation of documentary evidence as 

a “technical legal treatise” that was “invaluable because it collects and preserves vital raw 

materials for a history of this age—and, what is more important, essential evidence for retributive 

 

6 In his later history of the crime, however, Lemkin does, however, address the Spanish colonization of South America 
and genocide against the American Indians in the United States (Lemkin on Genocide 17-19).  
7 In a column appearing on December 3, 1944, The Washington Post described how, between April 1942 and April 
1944, “approximately 1,765,000 Jews were put to death by poison gas in ingeniously constructed chambers,” 
concluding that existing language could not describe the magnitude of the crime: “It is a mistake, perhaps to call these 
killings atrocities…We have never even had a word for it until now.” The article then introduced Lemkin’s word and 
book, advocating that the step be taken to “secure international agreement now on the outlawing of genocide” 
(“Genocide” 4B). 
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justice” (1). Still, in terms of communicating the broader story to a larger lay audience, the text’s 

absence of humanizing anecdotes or a translation of the jargon to those unfamiliar with the 

intricacies of the legal world can leave a reader struggling to see the forest, so to speak, from the 

trees. As Power has written, “Axis Rule is not remembered for stirring this once and future debate 

about the nature of individual and collective guilt” (“Introduction” 40). In fact, as William 

Schabas, scholar of international law, points out, the foreword of the book, written by George 

Finch of Lemkin’s publisher, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, does not even 

mention the word “genocide,” in effect “suggesting he had missed the significance of Lemkin’s 

neologism” (“Introduction” x). Silent Spring of the genocide prevention movement it was not.8 

A reader could be forgiven for missing debut of the neologism in Axis Rule: it never 

appears in the book’s title, and it and plays more of a cameo than a starring role. While Lemkin 

does devote an entire paragraph to introducing the term in the preface, only a single chapter (IX) 

explicitly discusses the meaning of the crime. In a 674-page tome, most of which documents Nazi 

statutes and decrees in German-occupied countries, ranging from Albania to Yugoslavia, the 

chapter on “Genocide” comprises only 15 pages.9 In the chapter’s opening paragraphs, Lemkin 

takes pains to elucidate not only the biological aspect of genocide, but also the destruction of a 

group’s social and cultural institutions, with the “aim of annihilating the groups themselves” (79). 

He then clarifies an aspect of what makes the crime unique: the persecution of individuals “not in 

their individual capacity, but as members of the national group” (79). In other words, when it 

came to genocide, the persecuted person’s identity as a member of a group eclipsed his or her 

identity as an individual. With precision, the second half of the chapter categorizes the different 

 

8 Rachel Carson’s 1962 environmental report, Silent Spring, is a counterexample of Lemkin’s work: she enlists myth, 
metaphor, and anecdote to explain the intricacies and implications of an esoteric topic (in her case, biology and 
ecological science) to a broad reading public. 
9 Sandwiched between Chapter VII (“Labor”) and Chapter X (“Albania”), the chapter entitled “Genocide” concludes 
Part I of Axis Rule, “German Techniques of Occupation.” 
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“techniques of genocide”: political, social, cultural, economic, biological, physical, religious, and 

moral. The chapter concludes with Lemkin’s proposal to for redress: “an international multilateral 

treaty” in which a culprit should be liable not only in the country where he committed a crime, 

but also any country of refuge (93-94).  

Stylistically, Lemkin’s syntax is lean, stark, and devoid of analogies, personalizing 

anecdotes, or eyewitness reports of the Third Reich’s policies. Still, the text occasionally enlists 

rhetorical device to make his point about the pervasive nature of Hitler’s violence. For example, 

he describes how Germany profits from the losses of other nations: “The German Hausfrau used 

for her family the food of all occupied countries, Polish geese, Yugoslav pigs, French wine, 

Danish butter, Greek olives, Norwegian fish” (xiv). In this catalogue of German plunder, 

hyperbole and synecdoche underscore what he sees as the collective guilt of a single society; the 

pantry of a hausfrau becomes a symbol of complicity and cupidity.  

When myth does make an appearance in Axis Rule, it is not as handmaiden to metaphor 

or as literary device. Paradoxically, it is as fact. In its painstaking fashion, Lemkin’s narrative 

tactic exposed how Hitler’s “master-race mythology” of the Aryan nation, after all, was anything 

but imaginary (xiv). His footnotes, for instance, cite Alfred Rosenberg’s seminal work of Nazi 

ideology, The Myth of the Twentieth Century, first published in 1930 (81). As further evidence of 

Hitler’s master-race mythology, the preface of Axis Rule includes a quotation: “the greatest of 

spirits can be liquidated if its bearer is beaten to death with a rubber truncheon” (xi). Its source: 

Mein Kampf.   

Like Hitler, Lemkin would also eventually turn to a genre of writing that privileged 

personal voice and mapped out his vision of the world—albeit a radically different one that that 

of das Fuhrer. In the 1950s, toward the end of his life, after the signing of the U.N. Genocide 

Convention, he turned to drafting Totally Unofficial. The narrative arc of his life story had a 
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beginning (his legal studies, his flight from anti-Semitic Europe), middle (his efforts to coin the 

word “genocide”), and end (his campaign to promote the United Nations’ ratification of the 

convention). From the book’s beginning, Lemkin portrays himself as a hero on an epic quest “to 

create a law among nations to protect national, racial, and religious groups from destruction” (2). 

He may have claimed that Totally Unofficial was the story of his own life, but it was just as much 

the story of his word. Read side by side, Lemkin’s autobiography and his legal treatise expose the 

porous boundaries between law and literature. A comparative reading of such legal and literary 

texts demonstrates what Elizabeth Anker and Bernadette Meyler call the “insurrectionary nature 

of the imagination” which “will always be poised to break down unhelpful barriers and borders, 

to refuse intellectual and other kinds of quarantine” (25). 

In Totally Unofficial, Lemkin returned to the genocidal implications of Hitler’s Mein 

Kampf. But this time, it is no longer a scholarly footnote, but a monumental presence with 

implications in the lives of individuals. He recounts a chilling conversation that took place in the 

refuge of a stranger’s home during his own flight from Nazi-occupied Warsaw in 1939. Lemkin 

asks his host, “Have you heard of a book written by Hitler called Mein Kampf…in which he 

boasts that he will destroy all the Jews like rats?” (52). His interlocutor, a Jewish baker, demurs, 

claiming that even if such a book were to exist, he “would not believe that [Hitler] meant it” (52). 

In this single individual, Lemkin perceives a widespread phenomenon of disbelief: “Many 

generations spoke through this man. He could not believe the reality of genocide because it went 

against nature, against logic, against life itself, and against the warm smell of bread in his house, 

and against his poor but comfortable bed” (52). This vignette accomplishes two things. First, it 

chronicles the imaginative inertia of belief, even among the members of a persecuted group. 

Second, by framing the implications of Hitler’s work with human interaction, placed within the 

narrative arc of his own journey as well as the Jewish baker’s life, it communicates the concrete 
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consequences of Hitler’s “master-race theology” in a way that the legal framework Axis Rule 

could not. This section of the autobiography exposes how, for Hitler, myth of a master-race had 

become fact. However mythical its weltanschauung, or worldview, it had factual implications for 

certain groups of humans across Europe. 

A memoir such as Totally Unofficial could illuminate these personalized connections in a 

way unafforded to a legal text such as Axis Rule. The literary mode is positioned to ignite 

imaginations and reveal connections that may transcend the parameters of other disciplines. In 

Inventing Human Rights, critic Lynn Hunt shows how the act of reading and viewing offers 

political possibilities of creating new social contexts: “For human rights to become self-evident, 

ordinary people had to have new understandings that came from new kinds of feelings” (34).10 It 

is true that Axis Rule, in however pointillist a fashion, reveals the legal dimensions of a Moloch 

(in this case, Hitler’s Third Reich). But it is Lemkin’s autobiography that telegraphs the urgent 

implications of Mein Kampf and its effects on the lives of Jewish individuals across Europe. To 

borrow from Hunt, his own story had the capacity to create “new understandings” and “new kinds 

of feelings” about the concrete realities of Hitler’s collective violence. Critic Lynn Festa has 

written of the capacity of narrative to “foster the desire to alleviate suffering, by producing the 

symbolic delays and causal connections necessary to grasp how local acts might produce 

consequences even across immense distances” (6). By making the Jewish baker a synecdoche, 

standing in for those who refused to believe the unbelievable, Lemkin demonstrates how the 

consequences of Axis decrees and Hitler’s “master-race mythology” could play out in the life of 

an ordinary citizen.  

 

10 Hunt’s and Festa’s work are part of a larger body of scholarship on human rights and literature, including Joseph 
Slaughter’s Human Rights, Inc. and James Dawes’ That The World May Know: Bearing Witness to Atrocity. For an 
overview of the state of the field of literature and human rights, see Dawes “Human Rights in Literary Studies”; Dawes 
and Gupta “On Narrative and Human Rights.”  
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Yet Lemkin’s autobiography would go unpublished until 2013, several decades after his 

death in 1959.11 In Totally Unofficial he crafts himself as a martyr who was born not only to name 

the crime of genocide, but to combat it through legal and linguistic means. He is both Orpheus, 

looking cautiously over his shoulder at the crimes of the past, and a Cassandra, predicting those 

of the future. By turning to a narrative arc, Lemkin cloaks the history of his word in the literary 

genre of autobiography. He resorts to narrative strategies to communicate the historical context 

and moral gravitas of his neologism. It is as much the story of his own life as it is the biography 

of his own word. As the autobiography’s editor, Donna-Lee Frieze, writes, the narrative 

encompasses several genres: “part autobiography, part biography, part memoir, and part report” 

(xx). Like Lemkin’s own hybridized word, his autobiography is a chimera. Like the mythical 

animal, it is comprised of a patchwork of different parts, but it is also full of hopes difficult to 

achieve.   

By crafting a teleological narrative of his life’s work to identify and prevent the specific 

crime of genocide, Lemkin enters into what French literary critic Philippe Lejeune terms the 

“autobiographical pact” with the reader. Lejeune defines the autobiographical pact as “a form of 

contract between author and reader in which the autobiographer explicitly commits himself or 

herself not to some impossible historical exactitude but rather to the sincere effort to come to 

terms with and to understand his or her own life” (ix). In other words, through Lemkin’s narration 

of his own life—his early years in Lithuania, his legal scholarship, his flight from the Nazi 

regime, and his quest to name, codify, and prevent the crime of genocide—he maps his 

experiences into a constellation of cohesive meaning. He fashions himself as a centaur: half-

prophet, half-martyr, opening with a vignette about his childhood reading of Polish writer Henryk 

 

11 When Lemkin collapsed at a New York City bus stop directly prior to his death, he was en route either to or from his 
publishing agency, Curtis Brown, to discuss his nearly complete manuscript (Frieze, “Introduction” ix). 
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Sienkiewicz’s Quo Vadis, a book first published in 1895 on the subject of “the destruction of 

Christians by Nero, the Roman emperor. His opening line casts him as destined to fulfill his 

vocational calling: “As soon as I could read, I started to devour books on the persecution of 

religious, racial, or other minority groups” (1). Lemkin articulates his vision as a nearly religious 

calling: 

Now that the parliaments of forty-one nations have accepted this law [the UN Genocide 
Convention], I feel grateful to Providence for having chosen me as a messenger boy for 
this life-saving idea. My task was difficult. I had to inspire people to accept this idea, 
which sometimes required a great deal of moral persuasion. (Totally Unofficial 2) 
 

Here, the religious overtones of Lemkin’s language frame his life’s work as that of a prophet in 

service of a moral obligation. The autobiography itself chronicles his efforts to inspire not only 

people, but institutions—including the United States government—to formally accept the legal 

definition of genocide. Subsequent chapters retrace Lemkin’s journey, from his childhood 

obsession with the crime of Nero to the rise of Hitler to his refuge in Durham, North Carolina, to 

his tireless lobbying on behalf of the genocide convention.12  

But it is the book’s absences that stand out as much as what is present. Curiously, 

Lemkin’s autobiography does not include the official United Nations definition of the crime of 

genocide. By excluding its official definition, Lemkin veers toward the “unofficial” nature of his 

title: this is Lemkin, unplugged, the true story behind the scenes. In this regard, the autobiography 

may be seen as a complement to the definition, the untold story, so to speak. In Totally Unofficial, 

the story of how the definition came to be eclipses the importance of the definition itself.  

A study of Axis Rule and Totally Unofficial shows that in spite of a seemingly stable 

definition codified by the United Nations, the communication and analysis of the crime’s 

 

12 Sands is among scholars who have touched on Lemkin’s embellishment of certain facts in his narrative, such as the 
events he witnessed at the Madrid Conference of 1933 (Sands 177). 
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meaning, history, and prevention proved more challenging. Protean and slippery, the meaning of 

genocide eludes simple definition, even for Lemkin. Law, language, autobiography, and history: 

he turned to them all in his attempts to narrativize the crime. Even the scores of evidence in Axis 

Rule, the orderly definition in the UN Convention, and the narrative arc of Lemkin’s 

autobiographical hero’s quest render the meaning of the term unstable. In spite of its codification, 

it would be contested, embraced, and even overlooked in ways that Lemkin had not anticipated. 

Hierarchies of Violence: Genocide versus Crimes against Humanity 

In his unfinished history of the crime, Lemkin included “Belgian Congo” in his list of 

genocides occurring in “Modern Times,” between “Assyrians in Iraq” and “Bulgaria under the 

Turks” (Lemkin on Genocide 18). While there are few notes to indicate exactly why Lemkin 

included the Belgian Congo in his list, one can only assume that it fit his definition of the crime: 

the “practice of extermination of nations and ethnic groups as carried out by the invaders” (Axis 

Rule, xi). To this day, whether or not Leopold’s collective violence in the Congo Free State 

qualifies as “genocide” remains a matter of debate.13 As the evidence of the colonial carnage 

mounted through eyewitness testimony, government reports, and photographs in the late 

nineteenth century, Western activists and scholars did not yet have Lemkin’s word to name the 

story unfolding under the Belgian monarch. Instead, as discussed in the previous chapter, they 

worked with another label that had originated in the early 1800s. In 1890 it was George 

Washington Williams, an African American lawyer, Civil War veteran, minister, and journalist, 

who first applied the term “crimes against humanity” in reference to Leopold’s rule (Hochschild, 

King Leopold’s Ghost 111-112). From the twenty-first-century vantage point, one asks: if 

 

13 For example, see this opinion from Hochschild: “Although the killing in the Congo was of genocidal proportions, it 
was not, strictly speaking, a genocide. The Congo state was not deliberately trying to eliminate one particular ethnic 
group from the face of the earth” (King Leopold’s Ghost 225).  
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Lemkin’s word had existed in 1890, would Williams have called upon it to describe the crimes in 

the Belgian Congo Free State?  

Yet none of this historical background—Williams’ contribution or the term’s full 

genealogy—is evident in Philippe Sands’ East West Street: On the Origins of “Genocide” and 

“Crimes against Humanity” (2016), a hybridized memoir and legal history. Sands, a professor of 

law, comparatively reads the campaigns of Lemkin and Hersch Lauterpacht, a Polish Jewish 

lawyer who successfully advocated for the inclusion of “crimes against humanity” into the 

Nuremberg statute—the first time the crime was prosecuted in a legal setting (3). Sands fails to 

contextualize the term’s full history; he dates its use back to 1915, when the British and 

Americans “decried Turkish actions against Armenians,” though the declaration was not legally 

binding (113). As other scholars have noted, a variation of the term, the phrase “laws of 

humanity,” had appeared in the “Martens Clause” the 1899 Hague Convention, which codified 

the rules of land warfare (Altman 282). George Washington Williams’ use of the phrase is 

excluded even from the index or footnotes. 

Still, in spite of its historical amnesia in this regard, East West Street offers a reminder of 

the legal shortcomings of Lemkin’s word, as well as a parallel example of naming practices. As 

far as Axis Rule was concerned, Lauterpacht, writing in The Cambridge Law Journal, concluded 

that “it cannot be accurately said that the volume is a contribution to the law” (qtd. in Sands 109-

110). After the war, he dismissed Lemkin’s neologism as full of “gaps, artificialities and possible 

dangers,” a threat to the protection of what Lauterpacht advocated for: individual rights (qtd. in 

Sands 110). The study of the inclusion of “crimes against humanity” into the Nuremberg 

statute—as well as Lauterpacht’s resistance to Lemkin’s word—poses implicit questions: what 

would the world look like if “genocide” had never been adopted into a legal framework? What if 

its legal definition had remained a historical footnote? What cultural and legal work can “crimes 
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against humanity” do that “genocide” cannot?    

History has bequeathed Sands, the author of East West Street, a truth almost stranger than 

fiction. In many ways, the figures of Lemkin and Lauterpacht are uncanny twins, almost legal 

doppelgangers. Both were born to Jewish families in the same town of Lvov, Poland; both 

attended the same law school; both were taught by the same professor; and both passionately 

advocated for justice served to the Third Reich. The fact that Sands’ own grandfather also shares 

the same birthplace with the two men imbues the text with the quality of a quasi-memoir. He 

integrates the parallel histories of the three men—Lemkin, Lauterpacht, and his own ancestor—

by braiding their narrative strands together. From the perspective of the early 2000s, in the 

shadows of the mass killings of the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, Sands, an international 

human rights lawyer, reflects on the twinned legacies of what he calls “the failure of good 

intentions aired in Nuremberg’s courtroom”:  

Some [cases of mass killings] were argued as crimes against humanity, the killings of 
individuals on a large scale, and others gave rise to allegations of genocide, the 
destruction of groups. These two distinct crimes, with their different emphases on the 
individual and the group, grew side by side, yet over time genocide emerged in the eyes 
of many as the crime of crimes, a hierarchy that left a suggestion that the killing of large 
numbers of people as individuals was somehow less terrible. (6) 
 

This excerpt from East West Street shows how, through the terms for which they lobbied, Lemkin 

and Lauterpacht each left a linguistic and legal legacy paradoxically at odds with another. 

Lemkin’s focus on the group occluded the individual; Lauterpacht’s focus on “humanity”—in 

essence, all of the humankind in its individual units—overshadowed the group. One could say 

that according to Lemkin’s legal schema, a persecuted individual’s identity gained significance 

synecdochally: as a part that stood in for a whole group.   

In fact, it would be hard to find as formal a definition of “crimes against humanity” as 

precisely codified as the one of genocide featured in the U.N. Convention. Paradoxically, “crimes 

against humanity” is defined by both its absence (there has never been a formal international 
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convention for its prevention) and its presence (evident in the numerous international tribunals 

that have prosecuted the crime, including those in Rwanda, Yugoslavia, East Timor, Kosovo, and 

Sierra Leone, Cambodia, and Darfur) (Bassiouni 577-80). While the International Military 

Tribunal (IMT) offered a definition in 1945, it was nestled between with several other counts 

against Nazi leaders. The crime was listed as the third count of article 6 of the IMT’s Charter:  

crimes against humanity—'namely, murder, extermination, enslavement, deportation, and 
other inhumane acts committed against any civilian population, before or during the war; 
or persecution on political, racial, or religious grounds in execution of or in connection 
with any crime within the jurisdiction of the Tribunal, whether or not in violation of 
domestic law of the country where perpetrated. (“The Nuremberg Trials”)14 
 

According to legal scholar Margaret deGuzman, the magnitude of the crimes inadvertently 

overshadowed their formal codification into a convention such as the one for genocide: “Since the 

Nazi crimes were so notorious, egregious, and well documented, those who sat in judgment of 

these perpetrators rarely felt the need to analyze closely the bases for their culpability” (“The 

Road from Rome” 343). In recent years, several decades after Nuremberg, legal scholars and 

activists continue to call for a formal convention (Bassiouni).  

In effect, Lemkin’s and Lauterpacht’s end goals were the same—the legal prevention and 

punishment of collective violence—but their means of achieving this result differed. Each man 

wanted justice, relying on language and its legal capacities to bring that about. As Sands points 

out, the focus of their respective terms differed dramatically: 

Despite their common origins, and the shared desire for an effective approach, 
Lauterpacht and Lemkin were sharply divided as to the solutions they proposed to a big 
question: How could the law help to prevent mass killing? Protect the individual, says 
Lauterpacht. Protect the group, says Lemkin. (281)  
 

In Axis Rule, Lemkin clarified how in cases of genocide, victims’ group membership eclipsed 

their individual identity: “Genocide is directed against the national group as an entity, and the 

 

14 The IMT Charter was also known as the Nuremberg Charter and the London Charter. 
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actions involved are directed against individuals, not in their individual capacity, but as members 

of the national group” (79). Lauterpacht, on the other hand, made the suggestion to IMT Judge 

Robert Jackson, an American, that “Crimes against Humanity,” or atrocities against civilians, be 

introduced into international law (Sands 113). He drew upon legal precedents: the nonbinding 

declaration against Turkish actions against Armenians in 1915 and the concept of “laws of 

humanity” in the Martens Clause of the Hague Convention of 1907 (Sands 113; Guzman 343-44). 

Lemkin, however, had no such linguistic historical models: his term was completely new. 

In spite of what he had perceived as the overlooking of his word in Nuremberg, Lemkin’s 

international campaign was not in vain: on December 9, 1948, the United Nations General 

Assembly adopted the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 

and in 1951, it entered into force. Article II of the convention includes the official definition of 

the crime of “genocide”: 

as…any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 
national, ethnical, racial, or religious group, as such: 
(a) Killing members of the group; 
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 

physical destruction in whole or in part; 
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group 
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group15 

 
This section of the UN definition implicitly divides the crime of genocide into two parts: first, 

mens rea, or a mental element, and second, actus reus, or a physical/material element. The initial 

section, or “chapeau,” of the definition, outlines the mens rea of the crime: “to destroy, in whole, 

or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group.” The second section of the definition, the 

actus reus (subsections a. through e.), describes the concrete and tangible evidence required as 

 

15 Article III, which follows, states, “The following acts shall be punishable: (a) Genocide; (b) Conspiracy to commit 
genocide; (c) Direct and public incitement to commit genocide; (d) Attempt to commit genocide; (e) complicity in 
genocide.”  



 

 97 

proof of such destructive intent. However invisibly, the definition of genocide as a legal term tells 

a story by what it leaves out as much as by what it keeps in: the lacunae speak to the 

sociohistorical moment of the convention’s adoption. For instance, in the list of prosecuted 

groups, “political” is missing, much in part due to the Soviet Union’s effort to lobby against its 

inclusion, presumably due to its wariness of being indicted for persecuting its own political 

opponents.16 So is any mention of discrimination against a group based on sexuality or gender.  

The definition told a story that corresponded to the moment of its adoption, in the shadow 

of the crime that would come to be known as the Holocaust. As Mai-Linh Hong, a law and 

literature critic, has pointed out, the UN Convention did not necessarily prove protean enough to 

adapt to the complex political realities of the postcolonial world. She pinpoints the legal myopia 

of the document in its failure to accommodate possibilities outside of its own Eurocentric space 

and post-war time : “the Genocide Convention’s requirements of (1) a protected victim group and 

(2) specific intent should be viewed as the product of a unique moment in history—Europe’s 

collective response to the Holocaust—rather than as a universal rubric for evaluation atrocity” 

(242). Indeed, the imprint of the postwar zeitgeist left a legal legacy that would contribute to 

contested naming in the years to come.   

Decades later, other instances of mass extermination, notably in Cambodia and then in 

Darfur, would expose the limitations of the definition drafted in 1948 as a tool with which to 

identify and then prosecute a crime of mass extermination. For several decades, “genocide” has 

been applied to describe the crimes of Pol Pot’s regime; however, the crimes, committed 

predominantly against the Khmer people, do not fit technically fit the definition of being a 

persecuted group under the law (though those against minorities—the Vietnamese and the Cham, 

 

16 For more on the background of Soviet Union’s attempts to shape the content of the UN Genocide Convention, see 
Weiss-Wendt. 
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a Muslim group—one ethnic, the other religious, do) (Giry). Stéphanie Giry writes of the 

mismatch between popular understandings of the crime of genocide and the United Nations’ 

technical definition:  

There is, in fact, a simple explanation for why most of the Khmer Rouge’s crimes, widely 
thought to be a paradigmatic example of genocide, both inside and outside Cambodia, are 
not actually that: the 1948 Genocide Convention…deliberately rule[s] out its application 
to political pogroms and class war—the signal crimes of Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot.17  
 

On August 7, 2014, the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC), commonly 

known as the Khmer Rouge Tribunal, established as part of an agreement between the 

Cambodian government and the United Nations, found two men—Nuon Chea, and Khieu 

Samphan—guilty of crimes against humanity and sentenced them to life in prison. “Crimes 

against humanity” covered the political violence against the Khmer population; “genocide” did 

not.18 The following year, the same court found the two men guilty of genocide for their efforts to 

exterminate the ethnic Vietnamese Cambodians and Cham Muslims (“Khmer Rouge leaders 

found guilty of genocide”). In the case of juridical proceedings in Cambodia, which the press 

deemed its “Nuremberg moment,” popular understandings and technical definitions clashed, 

revealing just how far the collective imaginings of what genocide looked like could veer from its 

legal definition (“Khmer leaders guilty of genocide”).  

In the early 2000s, legal and linguistic confusion would also swirl around the politics of 

naming the mass violence unfolding in real time in Darfur—a controversy that revealed the 

 

17 The Khmer expression for genocide, prolai pouch-sas appeared soon after Cambodia ratified the Genocide 
Convention in 1950 (though it was seldom used at that time.) Giry writes that when prolai pouch-sas became common 
in the country, “at least in official and formal written language, soon after the Vietnamese toppled the Khmer Rouge, it 
took on a meaning different from Lemkin’s original” (Giry). 
18 In 1985, the UN issued what was known as “The Whitaker Report,” which surveyed the prevention and punishment 
of genocide. It included Cambodia (the Khmer Rouge massacre in Kampuchea) in a list of twentieth-century genocides, 
though a footnote qualified the definition: “It is estimated that at least 2 million people were killed by Pol Pot’s Khmer 
Rouge government of Democratic Kampuchea, out of a total population of 7 million. Even under the most restricted 
definition, this constituted genocide, since the victims include target groups such as the Chams (an Islamic minority) 
and the Buddhist monks” (Whitaker 10). 
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relatively larger aura of moral outrage connoted by “genocide” compared to “crimes against 

humanity.” In 2005, UN International Commission of Inquiry on Darfur (COI) issued its Report 

of the International Commission of Inquiry on Darfur to the United Nations Secretary General. 

The document concluded that though crimes of the Government of Sudan and the Janjaweed 

“may amount to crimes against humanity,” the Sudanese government “has not pursued a policy of 

genocide,” much in part because “the crucial element of genocidal intent seems to be missing” (3-

4). The report insisted that in the scales of “gravity of crimes,” crimes against humanity and war 

crimes committed in Darfur “may be no less serious and heinous than genocide” (4). This 

repeated insistence the equity of “gravity” and “seriousness” of crimes against humanity with 

genocide in effect suggests that the very opposite: an implicit hierarchy of crimes. In the section 

entitled “Have Acts of Genocide Occurred?” the report discusses the relative gravity of crimes, 

citing that “It has been widely held that genocide is the most serious international crime,” and 

even, in the words of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, “the crime of crimes”—in 

effect connoting an moral outrage greater than that of crimes against humanity or war crimes 

(128).19 Given that the report explicitly makes a point of insisting upon the two crimes being 

equally “heinous” a total of four times during the report, one can only think of Lady Macbeth’s 

adage, “Thou dost protest too much” (4, 129, 132, 161).  

Yet debates about the validity of the label “genocide” in regard to the situation in Darfur 

continued to reverberate years after the publication of the UN report in 2005. A 2007 article by 

Mahmood Mamdani, a scholar of African history and politics, excoriated the eager efforts of US 

 

19 Yet, the Report of the International Commission of Inquiry on Darfur to the United Nations Secretary General takes 
pains to point out that other categories of violence also carry an equal gravity: “It is indisputable that genocide bears a 
special stigma, for it is aimed at the physical obliteration of human groups. However, one should not be blind to the 
fact that some categories of crimes against humanity may be similarly heinous and carry a similarly grave stigma” 
(129, emphasis in original). The report later notes that “Depending on the circumstances, such international offences as 
crimes against humanity or large scale war crimes may be no less serious and heinous than genocide” (132, emphasis 
in original). 
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journalists such as Nicholas Kristof of the New York Times to brand Darfur (but not other sites of 

conflict, such as the Democratic Republic of Congo or Iraq) a genocide. Mamdani’s critique of 

American journalists captures this clash among popular understandings of the crime, the politics 

of naming, and technical definitions: “It seems that genocide has become a label to be stuck on 

your worst enemy, a perverse version of the Nobel Prize, part of the rhetorical arsenal that helps 

you vilify your adversaries while insuring impunity for your allies” (“The Politics of Naming”). 

Mamdani locates the source of “moral indignation” of Kristof and activist groups such as Save 

Darfur in two disparate, though connected, events: the Nazi Holocaust and the Rwandan 

genocide, two paradigmatic events onto which activists and many US journalists wanted to map 

Darfur.20 Darfur, Mamdani argues, was a not a tabula rasa for the Western imagination but 

instead a “place with history and politics—a messy politics of insurgency and 

counterinsurgency.” Meanwhile, certain experts in the field of genocide studies agreed with the 

label invoked by Kristof, discounting the UN report as “hurried, unsystematic, underfunded”—in 

other words, as wrong (Totten 354).21   

In effect, the connotation of the word “genocide” (whether with Hitler’s Final Solution or 

Rwanda in 1994) and its official UN denotation had begun to diverge, exposing the instability of 

language—in this case, a single word—to encompass a stable meaning. In S/Z, literary critic 

Roland Barthes describes the ways in which two different systems—denotation and 

connotation—may operate concurrently and at odds in a single text. According to Barthes, 

 

20 Mamdani critiques journalist Philip Gourevitch, whose 1998 book We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will 
Be Killed with Our Families remains one of the most popular about the genocide, for grafting a Manichean version of 
events, lifted much in part from popular narratives about “good” and “evil” of the Holocaust, onto Rwanda: 
“Gourevitch envisaged Rwanda as a replay of the Holocaust, with Hutu cast as perpetrators and Tutsi as victims” (“The 
Politics of Naming”). In stark contrast, Mamdani’s own study of the genocide, When Victims Become Killers: 
Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda (2001), contextualizes the political, ethnic, and racialized stakes of 
the conflict, arguing that “the Rwandan genocide needs to be thought through within the logic of colonialism” (9).   
21 As of February 2020, Sudan had announced it would turn Omar al-Bashir over to the International Criminal Court, 
which, in 2010, had issued a warrant of charges of genocide (de Waal).   
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connotative meaning, “spread like gold dust on the apparent surface of the text,” may release a 

“double meaning” that “corrupts the purity of communication,” creating a 

“countercommunication” (9).  The word’s connotation with the violence of the Third Reich had 

imprinted the label with, to borrow Mamdani’s words, a level of “moral indignation” surpassing 

that of crimes against humanity. The connotation of genocide with Hitler’s crimes imprinted itself 

in the confusion surrounding the trials of Cambodian warlords.22 As Samantha Power writes, the 

shadow of the Holocaust left its imprint on the meaning of the word:  

the link between Hitler’s Final Solution and Lemkin’s hybrid term would cause endless 
confusion for policymakers and ordinary people who assumed that genocide occurred 
only where the perpetrator of atrocity could be shown, like Hitler, to possess an intent to 
exterminate every last member of an ethnic, national, or religious group. (Problem 43)  
 

Lemkin, however, knew that the crime was not limited to Hitler alone. His writings indicate that 

Moloch had many guises: in his history of the crime of genocide, he would turn to from 

description and naming to analysis of genocide, demonstrating that the crime stretched back even 

to antiquity, thus attempting to broaden the connotations of the word. Meanwhile, in the early 

1950s, a group of African American activists were drawing upon the UN definition—the word’s 

denotation—to prosecute a defendant that Lemkin had not foreseen: the United States of 

America.  

Present Tense: We Charge Genocide  

According to the Civil Rights Congress, the crimes of the Third Reich shared similarities 

with those of their own nation’s government. Comprised of African American intellectuals, 

politicians, and activists including W.E.B. DuBois and Paul Robeson, the CRC enlisted the 

 

22 For more on Lemkin’s understandings of historical genocides, specifically those in the colonial Americas, see 
McDonnell and Moses. 
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United Nations’ criteria of genocide to build their case.23 In their eyes, the verdict was clear: 

guilty. The 1951 petition, We Charge Genocide: The Crime of the Government against the Negro 

People, appealed to the United Nations to charge the American government with crime of 

genocide against the black population within the United States. Traveling to Paris in December 

1951 to present the petition to the United Nations, CRC secretary William L. Patterson found 

himself thwarted, his passport revoked, by the U.S. State Department, which had accused the 

organization of communism (“U.S. Accused in U.N. of Negro Genocide”; Patterson, The Man 

Who Cried Genocide 198). Still, in spite of this obstacle, the CRC leveraged the international 

press to raise awareness of their argument, prompting Patterson to write in his personal notebook: 

“mission accomplished” (Man 208). The organization’s efforts to leverage the newly coined 

name of the crime—in other words, to identify a story—shows, in the words of White, that 

“language is not stable but changing and that it is perpetually remade by its speakers, who are 

themselves remade, both as individuals and as communities, in what they say” (x). The CRC 

insisted on the present tense: genocide is taking place on our own soil.  

Several scholars have examined the Cold War politics surrounding the delivery of the 

document, including the CRC’s Communist ties and its place on the U.S. government’s list of 

“subversive and Communist-controlled” organizations, as well as the resistance from the U.S. 

government to recognize the UN Genocide Convention.24 Historian Carol Anderson, for instance, 

has analyzed the fraught dynamics between the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People and the CRC, a suspected Communist organization, which the NAACP had 

 

23 The Civil Rights Congress was founded in 1946 as a merger of the International Labor Defense and the National 
Federation for Constitutional Liberties. In the words of its National Executive Secretary William L. Patterson, it was 
“dedicated to the defense of victims of racist persecution and of those who were hounded for advocating peaceful co-
existence” (The Man Who Cried Genocide 136).  
24 Examples of such scholarship include Anderson, Eyes Off the Prize; Solomon; and Meiches. 
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described as a “distinct threat to the Association” (qtd. in Eyes Off the Prize 60).25 Other critics 

have also demonstrated how We Charge Genocide took inspiration from earlier civil rights 

petitions presented to the UN, such as the National Negro Congress’ A Petition to the United 

Nations on Behalf of 13 Million Oppressed Negro Citizens of the United States (1946) or W.E.B. 

DuBois’ Appeal to the World (1947).26 The literary and rhetorical qualities of We Charge 

Genocide as a document, however, remains largely understudied. An examination of its aesthetic 

and formal aspects can deepen our understanding of how the CRC enlisted Lemkin’s and the 

UN’s language as a blueprint for the architecture of a more racially just world.  

As a genre of writing, a petition is not explicitly a literary document, but a written appeal 

with explicit political end goals. Much like a manifesto, it articulates a vision of a different future 

or the desired outcome of a political project. Yet, as Martin Puchner’s study Poetry of the 

Revolution has shown, documents such as the manifesto may also have literary qualities. Drawing 

on texts ranging from Marx’s Communist Manifesto to Jean Moreas’ “Symbolist Manifesto,” 

Puchner demonstrates how literary aspects of the manifesto genre—which Marx called the 

“poetry of the revolution”—not only registered alliances not only between socialism and avant-

garde art, but also the helped a “revolutionary modernity” to know itself (1). As he puts it, 

“Political manifestos are texts singularly invested in doing with words, in changing the world” 

(5). Enlisting a similar methodology, literary critic Joseph Slaughter’s Human Rights, Inc. 

performs a literary close reading on human rights documents such as the UN Declaration of 

Human Rights, arguing for the influence of the bildungsroman on the genre. While recognizing 

the differences between manifestos, declarations of rights, and petitions, I find that these modes 

of reading can inform analysis of We Charge Genocide. Puchner’s observation about the 

 

25 As Anderson notes, the NAACP “used its exclusion of the CRC and other left-wing organizations as an example of 
its patriotism, just as the CRC wore the NAACP’s ostracism like a badge of honor” (Eyes Off the Prize 169). 
26 For an example of scholarship showing how We Charge Genocide built on prior legal documents, see Helps. 
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strategies and outcomes of manifestos is particularly relevant: “Whether or not individual 

manifestos actually accomplish their ambitious goals—some altered history far beyond their 

wildest dreams—matters less than the literary, poetic, and rhetorical strategies they developed for 

the single purpose of changing the world” (2-3). Consequently, even if the We Charge Genocide 

petition never accomplished its stated objective—that the UN charge the US with the crime of 

genocide—it achieved other social, political, and rhetorical victories. Its afterlife continued, for 

example, in the document’s reissue in 1970 after renewed interest from groups such as the 

Student Non-Violent Coordination Committee (SNCC) and once again, in the age of Black Lives 

Matter, in 2017 (Helps 13).  

As critical race scholar Dylan Rodríguez shows, the invocation of the word “genocide” in 

the context of racial-colonial and state violence carries a power that can, at times, outweigh its 

juridical potentiality (26). Rodríguez points to the CRC’s rhetorical strategy as an example of 

such revolutionary interpellation:  

Rather, such are moments of artistry and creativity, where genocide become the keyword 
in a morbid and weaponized poetry of insurrection, an irruptive announcement of 
emergency within a state of normalcy, echoing Raphaël Lemkin’s paradigmatic (though 
stubbornly underengaged) definition of genocide as a “problem not only of war but also 
of peace.” (26)  
 

In other words, much like the manifestos of which Puchner writes, whether or not the CRC’s 

charge of “genocide” was recognized in the international legal system, its “poetry of insurrection” 

drew attention to the structural violence in the everyday lives of African Americans during times 

of alleged peace. In the words of the document’s opening statement, the “very familiarity” of the 

genocidal violence “disguises its horror” (4). Above all, it stretched and reshaped the meaning of 

Lemkin’s—and the UN’s—newly minted word in the public imagination. It marked the everyday 

antiblack violence of the United States as violation of human rights, labeling the ordinary 
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structural racism against African Americans as extraordinary and also tied to a global struggle for 

justice (Rodríguez 26).27   

From its opening pages, the petition announces itself as a documentation of endemic 

antiblack violence in the United States. Penned by William L. Patterson, the introduction makes 

clear that the ubiquity of such violence exists both in urban and rural settings: “Out of the 

inhuman black ghettos of American cities, out of the cotton plantations of the South, comes this 

record of mass slaying on the basis of race, of lives deliberately warped and distorted by the 

willful creation of conditions for premature death, poverty, and disease” (xxv). The syntax of 

these opening lines erases the writers’ own presence, and the prepositional phrases (“out of the 

inhuman black ghettos of American cities, out of the cotton plantations of the South”) imply that 

the document has nearly written itself, having risen, phoenix-like, from the blood-stained 

continent. This rhetorical strategy contributes to the gravitas, urgency, and inevitability of the 

petition. 

The CRC drew upon the UN definition of the crime to issue its charge: “We maintain, 

therefore, that the oppressed Negro citizens of the United States, segregated, discriminated 

against and long the target of violence, suffer from genocide as the result of the consistent, 

conscious, unified policies of every branch of government” (xxv). The document takes pains to 

correct a common misperception that only “the complete and definitive destruction of a race or a 

people” counts as genocide; citing article II of the 1948 UN Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of Genocide, the petition clarifies that “causing serious bodily or mental harm to 

 

27 In 1964, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) also drew upon the UN’s definition in Genocide 
in Mississippi, a 12-page pamphlet written in response to the state’s House Bill 180, which would have “penalized the 
birth of an illegitimate child by imposing a prison sentence of 1 to 3 years on the parents” (3). The bill drew on section 
(d) of article II of the Genocide Convention (Imposing Measures to Intended to Prevent Births within the Group) to 
accuse the state government of the crime, positing that HB 180 was “an attempt to reduce the number of Negroes in 
Mississippi either by destroying their capacity to reproduce, or by driving them from the state…in short, a program of 
officially supported and sanctioned genocide” (4). See also Solomon.  
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members of the group” also qualifies as the crime (xxv). According to We Charge Genocide, 

genocidal crimes of the American government include the following examples: targeted killings 

(by the police, gangs, and the Ku Klux Klan), economic barriers, voting rights violations, and the 

“denial and mockery” of black humanity. The document highlights parallels with Nazism, 

reminding its readers, “We cannot forget Hitler’s demonstration that genocide at home can 

become wider massacre abroad, that domestic genocide develops into the larger genocide that is 

predatory war” (3). We Charge Genocide underscores the global implications of its outlined 

evidence: “history has shown that the racist theory of government of the U.S.A. is not the private 

affair of Americans, but the concern of mankind everywhere” (xxvi). According to the petition, 

civil rights could not be extricated from human rights. 

Like Lemkin’s Axis Rule, the petition is divided into several sections. Part III curates 

approximately 150 pages of what the CRC considered evidence of genocide taking place from 

January 1945 through June 1951. These acts include lynching, murders, threats from the Ku Klux 

Klan, voter suppression, and police aggression, among other crimes. Each subsection corresponds 

to an articles II and III of the UN Genocide Convention, ranging from (II. a) “Killing members of 

the group” to (II. e) “Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.” Those guilty 

of “conspiracy to commit genocide” (III e.) included the President of the U.S., the Attorney 

General, the Department of Justice, the Klan, Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, several 

Southern states, among others (191-192). Heavily footnoted and featuring several appendices, We 

Charge Genocide cites several other studies on antiblack violence, indicating an intertextuality 

with other critiques of Jim Crow, both from American and non-American witnesses. These 

sources include Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal’s 1944 examination of race relations, An 

American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy and W.E.B. DuBois’ 1899 

sociological report on African American urban life, The Philadelphia Negro. All of these studies, 
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the report noted, evinced the “incalculable” mental harm to African Americans by “conditions 

forced upon them” (79). 

In the case of this petition, the circulation of the word “genocide” relied on the literal 

circulation of the document—an action which the U.S. government attempted to thwart. A cloud 

of Cold War political intrigue hung over the delivery of the petition to the UN in Paris and New 

York. The U.S. State Department denied or revoked the passports of Paul Robeson and William 

L. Patterson, the two CRC leaders who presented the document in New York and Paris, 

respectively (Lautier). On December 18, 1951, the New York Times covered both Patterson’s visit 

to Paris as well as Lemkin’s reaction to the document’s accusations, which the Polish lawyer 

called “a maneuver to divert attention from the crimes of genocide committed against Estonians, 

Latvians, Lithuanians, Poles, and other Soviet-subjugated peoples (13).”28 The Times noted that 

the CRC was included on the Attorney General’s list as “subversive and Communist-controlled” 

(13). Lemkin continued to publicly oppose the CRC’s use of the term, and in correspondence 

with Patterson, he argued that “the provisions of the Genocide Convention bore no relations to the 

U.S. Government or its position vis-à-vis Black citizens” (qtd. in The Man Who Cried Genocide 

179). Yet historical facts erode the foundations of Lemkin’s logic: after all, in the architecture of 

the Third Reich, the Nazi party had looked to none other than the eugenics practices and Jim 

Crow laws in the United States for inspiration.29 

Patterson and the CRC pinpointed Lemkin’s reluctance to identify antiblack violence in 

the United States as genocide as politically motivated. In his autobiography, The Man Who Cried 

 

28 As Meiches notes, Lemkin’s allegiance to addressing the legacy of Soviet oppression could be explained by his 
financial support from these groups (25). 
29 For example, the 1927 U.S. Supreme Court case Buck v. Bell, which legitimized eugenic sterilization, was cited in the 
Nuremberg trials as a legal precedent for the Nuremberg Laws. Recent scholarship on the influence of American racist 
practices on Nazi Germany includes Whitman, Hitler’s American Model: The United States and the Making of Nazi Race 
Law (2017); and Cohen, Imbeciles: The Supreme Court, American Eugenics, and the Sterilization of Carrie Buck (2017). 
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Genocide, Patterson wrote: “Lemkin and other law professors and practicing attorneys were 

evidently fearful of criticizing a government whose conduct in relation to its Black citizens was a 

disgrace to civilized mankind” (179). Indeed, various actors in the US government resisted 

ratification of the UN convention, let alone recognition of the CRC’s petition, for fear of its being 

“a back-door method of enacting federal lynching legislation” (qtd. in Anderson, Eyes 180). US 

lawmakers called upon a range of rationales to explain their resistance to the UN Genocide 

Convention, ranging from a violation of international sovereignty to a violation of states’ rights 

(Meicher 24-25). According to Power, as early as 1950, US lawmakers feared that the UN 

convention’s “expansive language would be used to target Americans,” possibly leaving the 

nation vulnerable to investigations of the extermination of Native Americans in the nineteenth 

century (Problem 65-67).30 In that year’s hearings in the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign 

Relations, several individuals raised concern about national liability for violence against African 

Americans. This anxiety underscored a question posed by Florida Senator Claude Pepper, who 

asked, “if there were to be what is commonly called a lynching, obnoxious and infamous as it is, 

that might occur in the United States, that would not be genocide within the definition of article 2 

of this convention?” (Committee on Foreign Relations 48). It would be another 36 years until the 

U.S. Senate ratified the Convention.31   

In 1953, Lemkin, apparently in an attempt to quell the fears of Southern lawmakers, 

penned an op-ed in the New York Times. He assures his readers—more specifically, “the 

opponents of the Genocide Convention”—that one could not be guilty of the crime “when one 

frightens a Negro.” Here, Lemkin’s language minimizes and trivializes the types of violence such 

 

30 Because the convention was not retroactive, the nineteenth-century eradication of many Native American tribes by 
the US government could not be prosecuted (Power, Problem, 67). For more on the genocide against Native 
Americans—particularly the tribes in California—see Madley. 
31 The convention was ratified by the U.S. Senate on February 11, 1986, much in part to the efforts of Senator William 
Proxmire (Severo). 
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as those listed in We Charge Genocide; his diction “frighten” discounts the documented acts of 

lynching, murder, and voting suppression. When it came to genocide, Lemkin continued, “the act 

is not directed against the Negro population of the country and by no stretch of imagination can 

one discover in the United States an intent or plan to exterminate the Negro population, which is 

increasing in conditions of evident prosperity and progress.” Yet in spite of the cavalier tone of 

his dismissal of the CRC’s claims, the vehemence and publicity of Lemkin’s disagreement 

indicates the political force of the petition. As political scientist Benjamin Meiches writes, the 

Polish lawyer’s reaction was proof of the CRC’s power:  

Lemkin’s rejection of We Charge Genocide is symptomatic of how threatening the 
petition’s most basic claims were to the foundation of international law since the most 
vocal advocate of the Genocide Convention, who often expressed his outrage at the 
sluggish response of the great powers, openly sided with them in his denunciation of the 
movement. (26) 

 
Indeed, Lemkin’s word had been both embraced and rejected in ways that he had not 

anticipated—and in ways that he could not control. 

Years after his presentation of the document to the United Nations in 1951, Patterson 

considered the CRC’s efforts victorious, even if the UN did not ultimately take up the charges 

listed in the petition. In his autobiography, he describes the symbiosis of the CRC’s aims and the 

revolutionary goals of other nations: “the struggle of American Black men for their rightful place 

in their own nation was merging with the liberation struggles of the people of Asia, Africa and 

Latin America” (208). In this regard, as critic Daniel Solomon writes, the anti-genocide efforts of 

CRC efforts can be seen as “a dynamic historical idea, rather than a set of rigid, unchanging 

criteria for analyzing historical and contemporary patterns of mass violence” (131). As copies of 

the petition circulated, so did the word “genocide” and the histories of antiblack violence 

contained within in. For instance, on a tour of India in 1952, African American writer J. Saunders 

Redding frequently encountered citizens acutely aware of the document. In one small village, a 
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group of lawyers inquired about the U.S. legal system, citing Willie McGee and the Martinsville 

Seven cases, both of which featured as evidence in We Charge Genocide (Redding 218). In his 

travelogue, An American in India, Redding writes of the residents of Madras: “Lynching and riot 

statistics they knew by heart” (169).32 In the words of critic Charles H. Martin, “by helping 

enlarge the ‘American dilemma’ into an international issue, the Genocide Petition clearly 

demonstrated that racial discrimination at home was the ‘Achilles heel’ of American foreign 

policy” (50).  

Indeed, the ideological schism between the CRC and Lemkin mirrored a cleavage taking 

place between African American leaders and the postwar international human rights movement at 

large. After all, in 1947, W.E.B. DuBois had presented “An Appeal to the World: A Statement on 

the Denial of Human Rights to Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the United 

States of America and an Appeal to the United Nations for Redress.” DuBois’ petition’s structure 

and argument—that the United States denied its own black citizens the human rights enshrined in 

the international community—anticipated much of the content of We Charge Genocide. In the 

introduction, DuBois mapped out how the mistreatment of the black population within his own 

nation mattered well beyond U.S. borders, writing that “our treatment in America is not merely an 

internal question of the United States. It is a basic problem of humanity; of democracy; of 

discrimination because of race and color; and as such it demands your attention and action.” The 

petition’s publication enraged Eleanor Roosevelt, chair of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights drafting committee, who argued that the rights of “colored people in the United States” 

were not a matter of concern to the human rights commission (qtd. in Dawes, The Novel of 

Human Rights 12).33 As James Dawes points out, “it could be argued that the history of US civil 

 

32 Redding couches these observations by calling We Charge Genocide an “extremist Red publication” (169). 
33 As Anderson points out in Eyes Off the Prize, “although she sympathized with the plight of African Americans” in 
her role as chair of the Commission on Human Rights, Eleanor Roosevelt “was even more responsive to the public 
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rights is a history of a traumatic split from and disillusionment with human rights” (11). The 

rupture between the international human rights organizations and U.S. civil rights organizations 

deepened in the wake of We Charge Genocide.   

Almost 20 years after its original publication, a group of African American citizens once 

again resurrected the CRC’s appeal to the UN. In 1970, after the Black Panther Party and 

Malcolm X revitalized interest in the petition, We Charge Genocide was reissued (Kennedy). 

Actor, artist, and activist Ossie Davis’ preface to the 1970 edition placed the document’s heritage 

in a genealogy dating back to The Souls of Black Folk: “This is not the first time the black people 

of the United States have issued a warning. W.E.B. Du Bois himself said it plain in 1900: ‘The 

problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line’” (v). The warning signs of the 

crime, Davis explained, did not need to be as explicit as those of “the Dachaus and Belsens and 

Buchenwalds”: “We live with death and it is ours; death not so obvious as Hitler’s ovens—not 

yet” (v). Mapping out a U.S. history in which Africans were “brought to this country to serve an 

economy which needed our labor,” Davis delineated how those who challenged the system’s 

oppression were “beaten or killed” (v). Yet, in the age of the machine, in which “hard, unskilled 

work” went unvalued, and with that change, a further devaluation of black life. Davis concluded: 

“The point I am getting to is that for the first time, black labor is expendable, then American 

economy does not need it anymore” (vi).  

According to Davis, the country had arrived at a fork in the road. Rhetorical questions 

chart out the various paths, one of which was for the country, “in a sudden gush of reason, good 

conscience, and common sense,” to “revamp her institutions, clean them of racism so that blacks 

 

relations exigencies of the Cold War, which called for sanitizing and camouflaging the reality of America’s Jim Crow 
democracy” (3). In fact, Durward Sandifer, a State Department official, admitted that the CHR would be of “little use,” 
no matter the extent of the human rights violation; he remarked that “even the ‘ghastly’ treatment of ‘the natives of the 
Belgian Congo or the persecution of the Christian Armenians by the Turkish Empire’ would not have been enough to 
warrant international intervention” (qtd. in Eyes Off the Prize 78). 
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and Puerto Ricans and American Indians and Mexican Americans can be and will be fully and 

meaningfully included on an equal basis” (vi). Unlike the 1951 version, the second edition of the 

petition saw violence through an intersectional prism, which linked the fates of several groups.34 

The foreword concludes with a fierce vow: “we swear: it must not, it shall not, it will not happen 

to our people” (vi).   

The legacy of the CRC’s petition continues to this day, as evident in the name of the 

contemporary grassroots social justice organization We Charge Genocide, which advocates on 

behalf of black and Latino youth, the “young people most targeted by police violence in 

Chicago”—including sending youth delegations to the United Nations.35 In the third edition of 

We Charge Genocide, issued in 2017, Jarvis Tyner, activist and former president of the 

Communist Party, writing in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement, invokes the mass 

incarceration of African American men, the deportation of Mexican immigrants, the rise of the 

extreme right, and “institutional racism,” as evidence of the perennial relevance of the label of 

“genocide” in the United States (v-x).     

Ethical Loneliness 

This chapter has examined Lemkin’s multifaceted narrative strategies—description, 

naming, and analysis—of representing the crime of genocide. A comparative study of Lemkin’s 

contemporaries, including Hersch Lauterpacht and the Civil Rights Congress, throws into relief 

the difficulty of trying to try to come to terms with the crime. As we have seen, law and language 

can ritualize moments of cultural conflict. While the CRC embraced Lemkin’s term in ways he 

 

34 The 1951 version of We Charge Genocide does devote a short paragraph to the “cruel and inhuman policy” of the US 
government towards Puerto Ricans, though this is the only other minority group mentioned in the introduction besides 
African Americans (xxvi).  
35 In November 2014, We Charge Genocide (WCG) sent a delegation of eight youth to the 53rd session of the United 
Nations Committee Against Torture in Geneva, Switzerland, to present evidence of police violence against African-
American and Latino young people (“Summary of We Charge Genocide Trip to United Nations Committee Against 
Torture”). 
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resisted, the US government, one of the very institutions that he hoped would adopt the UN 

treaty, failed to do so. Only in 1988 did the U.S. Senate ratify the genocide convention in what 

was known as the “Proxmire Act,” named after the legislator who had campaigned tirelessly for 

the bill’s passage.36 As the case studies of prosecuting the architects of the collective violence in 

Cambodia and then Darfur make clear, a gulf can exist between connotation, or popular 

understandings of the crime, and denotation, its technical legal definition.  

Lemkin, then, is not so much a lodestar in the study of the crime (as he is often framed 

within the field of genocide studies).37 Along with the other architects of the UN Convention, 

Lemkin codified a definition of the crime in hopes that a label would inaugurate the possibility of 

legal intervention. From the walls of Duke University and the bureaucratic offices of Washington, 

D.C., where Lemkin compiled and curated the pages of Axis Rule, he faced what political 

philosopher Jill Stauffer might call “ethical loneliness.” Ethical loneliness, Stauffer writes, is “a 

condition undergone by persons who have been unjustly treated and dehumanized by human 

beings and political structures, who emerge from that injustice only to find the surrounding world 

will not listen to or cannot properly hear their testimony—their claims about what they suffered 

and about what is now owed them—on their own terms” (1). In other words, the loneliness is 

doubled: first through dehumanization, and second through the surrounding world’s inattention. 

Dehumanized by the Third Reich, Lemkin brought forth evidence of the Nazi plan to destroy 

cultural and ethnic groups: decree after decree of legal proof of Hitler’s crime. As what would be 

known as the Holocaust unfolded across the Atlantic, Lemkin’s American interlocutors may have 

heard him, but they could not really listen. In his autobiography, he recalled the incredulity of 

 

36 For the context of the bill and its passage (including President Reagan’s planned visit to Bitburg cemetery, where 
Nazi officials had been buried), see Power, Problem 161-169. 
37 For further discussion of the state of genocide studies, see Schaller.  
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federal bureaucrats during his time in 1942 as chief consultant to the Board of Economic Warfare 

in Washington, D.C.:  

The issue I tried to bring up seemed too theoretical and even fantastic to them. “Have 
they already begun to implement their plans?” they would ask me. “For two years,” I 
replied. Some answered that Washington would not believe it, and many still 
remembered the “atrocity stories” told about Germans in the First World War. I thought: 
genocide is easy to commit because people don’t want to believe it until after it happens. 
(113)  
 

According to Lemkin, irony was cruel: the proven hyperbole of “atrocity stories” about the 

Germans in World War I debilitated Americans from fathoming the real-time atrocities of World 

War II. Imaginations failed. Apathy stonewalled him. After sending a one-page memo to Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt in 1942, trying to alert him to the “pain of millions,” urging “speed” in the 

adoption of a treaty to prevent genocide, he was rebuffed, counseled to have “patience” (Totally 

Unofficial 114-115). Lemkin believed a “double murder” was being committed—“one by the 

Nazis against the Jews and the second by the Allies, who knew about Hitler’s extermination 

campaign but refused to publicize or denounce it” (Power, Problem 28). In Origins of 

Totalitarianism, Arendt charts the relation of loneliness to totalitarianism, which “bases itself on 

loneliness, on the experience of not belonging to the world at all, which is among the most radical 

and desperate experiences of man” (475). To be lonely, then, is to be in existential exile from the 

world.  

Lemkin’s efforts to give the crime a name, to make visible the invisible story, and to 

analyze the history of genocide were attempts to ward off such ethical loneliness for future 

generations. To invoke a legal word, the logic went, would be to provoke legal intervention. It 

would invoke the presence of a global legal community. As Tolischus, the critic in the New York 

Times Book Review wrote, Lemkin had shed light on “the totalitarian Moloch state,” the monster 

which “gorges itself on blood, bestializes its servants and perverts some of the noblest human 

emotions to based ends, all with the semblance of authority and spurious legality which leave the 



 

 115 

individual helpless (1). He deserved praise, Tolischus continued, for portraying “what Axis rule 

in occupied Europe means and what it would have meant to us had it ever spread to our shores” 

(1).38  

But, as evident in the efforts of the CRC, others believed that genocidal patterns had 

already spread to the shores of the United States—in fact, well before the advent of the Third 

Reich.39 In light of the publication of We Charge Genocide, perhaps it is not accurate to 

categorize Lemkin as ethically lonely after all. In fact, the multiple contestations and innovative 

applications of Lemkin’s word indicate that, if nothing else, others were listening quite closely. 

Lauterpacht resisted the collective logic of Lemkin’s crime, instead privileging the individual 

over the group. Recognizing the moral and legal aura of the word, the CRC seized on the moral 

imperative signaled by the label, enlisting it so as to draw attention to injustices within the U.S. 

borders. As Lemkin’s word began to circulate, even entering the dictionary, its interpretations 

shapeshifted—and to his mind, even backfired. Even though it was codified in the UN 

convention, Lemkin’s word proved protean, unstable, as evinced by the legal and political 

applications of “genocide” by the CRC and its disavowal by Lauterpacht and then members of the 

US Senate. Whether its application was embraced or resisted, “genocide” was on the minds of 

Americans. The word’s usage, however amorphous, proved sticky.  

In spite of their differences, these actors all believed in the power of a legal name—

whether “crimes against humanity” or “genocide”—to identify a story and then extract justice for 

the wrongs perpetrated by a group—be it Nazi leaders or the U.S. government. In tandem, their 

contestations of the meaning of a word supports a point made by White: “language is not stable 

 

38 17 years later after the review’s publication, in 1962, American author Philip K. Dick would narrativize such a 
dystopian reality where the Axis Powers ruled over the United States in his speculative novel The Man in the High 
Castle.  
39 For more on the connections between Nazism and U.S. legal systems, including eugenics, see Whitman; Cohen.  
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but changing and…perpetually remade by its speakers, who are themselves remade, both as 

individuals and as communities, in what they say” (x). Meanwhile, other thinkers, philosophers, 

and observers began to interrogate the very meaning of language and its role in preventing—and 

generating—the crime of genocide. In the vein of Levi and Adorno, they questioned its role in the 

architecture of violence and queried its ability to accurately encompass the horror of Nazi crimes. 

Through her photojournalism, American Margaret Bourke-White would show how, in the shadow 

of the Third Reich, images destabilized the meaning of language, and language, in turn, 

destabilized the meaning of images. Hannah Arendt’s reportage on the Eichmann trial would 

expose the flipside of language: its ability to conceal and camouflage crimes as much as to expose 

and prevent them. Director Sidney Kramer would interrogate how legal language be contorted 

into the scaffolding of genocidal violence in a court of law. Lemkin’s single word was not 

necessarily enough to represent Moloch. After all, definitions, by their very definition, have 

limits.   
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Chapter 3: The Trouble with Eichmann: Ordinary People and 
an Extraordinary Crime 
“...what for Eichmann was a job, with its daily routine, its ups and downs, was for the Jews quite 
literally the end of the world.”   -Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 153 
 

Raphael Lemkin had chosen a single word in order to name and then ultimately prevent a 

particular crime. Nazis, on the other hand, had done the opposite, enlisting multiple words to aid 

and abet the organized project of mass murder. Most famously, “extermination” became known 

as “the final solution.” With a semantic haze, they clouded the conventional meaning of words in 

order to expedite and rationalize systematic killings. It was political philosopher Hannah Arendt’s 

coverage of the trial of Nazi bureaucrat Adolph Eichmann that exposed the complicity not only of 

language in the abstract, but of precise individual words, in Hitler’s genocidal project. When the 

trial began, most people, in the words of Israeli journalist Amos Elon, “still assumed that murder 

was committed by monsters or demons” (xiv). Beginning in 1961, Arendt’s dispatches from 

Israel, published as a series of articles in The New Yorker, challenged widespread assumptions 

about the nature of evil through her representation of a “criminal whose like was unknown in any 

court” (Eichmann in Jerusalem 298). As embodied in the figure of Eichmann, evil was not 

necessarily monstrous, but in fact, as she so famously wrote, “banal.”1 Reporting from Jerusalem, 

she mapped out a complex series of “language rules” used by the Nazis, showing how phrases 

such as “evacuation” and “special treatment” camouflaged systematic violence, making the idea 

of the actions more morally palatable for the agents. Her representation of the trial demonstrates 

that alongside the gas and the ovens, one of the most lethal weapons in the Third Reich was 

language. Manipulated, exploited, and turned inside out: words comprised the building blocks of 

 

1 As Novick points out in The Holocaust in American Life, though the phrase “banality of evil” appears in the book 
version of Eichmann in Jerusalem (only once, on page 252), it does not feature in the New Yorker articles that preceded 
it (Novick 314).  
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collective murder. Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, specifically her reflections on language, 

defamiliarized not only the cast of characters in the crime of genocide, but also its arsenal of 

weapons. Words—seemingly mundane ones—could kill. And even more surprisingly, killers 

such as Eichmann could be terrifying in their ordinariness.  

Alongside Arendt, photojournalist Margaret Bourke-White and film director Stanley 

Kramer also grappled with the magnitude and origins of Nazism for readers and spectators in the 

postwar United States. For all three of them, the task of representing genocide’s architects and the 

crime’s aftermath proved elusive: nondescript characters such as Eichmann did not match up with 

the previous profiles of perpetrators of international atrocity. On the surface, the German 

bureaucrat had little in common with the megalomaniac King Leopold or the marauding warlords 

of the Ottoman empire featured in Ravished Armenia. Indeed, the trouble representing—and 

comprehending—Eichmann resided in his chameleon-like ability to blend into everyday 

surroundings. Integrated into the framework of what philosopher Louis Althusser has called 

“ideological state apparatuses” such as schools, courts, and churches, the Third Reich’s genocidal 

projects could become “civilized” or “respectable.” I argue that as the newly coined term 

“genocide” began to circulate in the postwar world, Bourke-White and Kramer’s representations 

relied on both word and image to suggest that while crime may not have been ordinary, the 

people committing it often were not, thus anticipating the philosophical framework of what 

Arendt so famously called “the banality of evil.” In tandem, a philosopher, photojournalist, and 

director showed that culpability is contextual: under certain circumstances, the average person 

could become complicit in genocide. In other words, the monstrous didn’t necessarily look 

monstrous at first sight—and that was precisely what made the crime so dangerous.  
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Capturing the German Hausfrau: Dear Fatherland, Rest Quietly 

In spring of 1945, Margaret Bourke-White, an American photojournalist for Life 

Magazine, arrived in Germany to document the process of Allied liberation. There, with her 

camera and her pen, Bourke-White captured, in her own words, a “landscape which had collapsed 

morally as well as physically” (Portrait of Myself 148). She recorded the opulence of abandoned 

Nazi villas, the detritus of air raids, and the devastation of concentration camps such as 

Buchenwald (figure 9).   

 
 

Figure 9: Margaret Bourke-White prepares to document a wagon full of corpses in  
the newly liberated Buchenwald concentration camp. This photograph was taken in April 
1945 by Lieutenant Colonel Parke O. Yingst. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

courtesy of Patricia A. Yingst. 
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The following year, in 1946, the resulting collection of essays and photographs was published as 

“Dear Fatherland, Rest Quietly:” A Report on the Collapse of Hitler’s “Thousand Years.”2 On 

their own, in isolation from captions or accompanying essays, many photos show what appear to 

be peaceful, ordinary citizens: a smiling hausfrau, an aging teacher, a gleeful child. But the 

juxtaposition of words (in accompanying essays and captions) transforms the image’s meaning: 

these were, in fact, portraits of the handmaidens of Hitler, the soldiers of the Third Reich. A 

gaping chasm often stretches between peaceful appearance and violent reality. In one of the 

essays, “All the Threads Were Loose,” U.S. Sergeant Asch remarks on this disparity in reference 

to the leader of a local Hitler Youth club, telling Bourke-White, “Sometimes they have the faces 

of poets and the souls of murders” (64). By delving into the quotidian, mundane, and domestic 

spaces of ordinary citizens—especially German women—Bourke-White’s photojournalism 

captures the ways that a genocidal mindset can seep, as if by osmosis, into the households and 

daily lives of a population.      

Throughout World War II, Bourke-White had crisscrossed the theater from Tunisia to 

Italy, then England to France.3 The daughter of a Jewish father and a Catholic mother, she was 

the first female photographer accredited to work with the U.S. Armed Forces (“Margaret Bourke-

White | America Photographer”). Perhaps it was her own status as an outsider “who lives a roving 

life” among so many military men that heightened her attention to the experiences of women 

during the war (Portrait 309).4 Indeed, while surly U.S. generals and stubborn Nazi officers 

 

2 The title refers both to a line in a German patriotic song and also Hitler’s suggestion that the Third Reich would last 
for at least a thousand years. 
3 Life planned to use Bourke-White’s photographs of ruined cities and factories for a photo essay called “The Face of 
the Moon.” The photographs would also be used by the United States Strategic and Technical Air Forces (USSTAF) to 
analyze heavy bombardment (Bourke-White, Portrait 260). 
4 In chapter 20 of her autobiography, “I Go on a Bombing Raid,” Bourke-White discusses how she would navigate 
predominantly male spaces with her camera, detailing and her wish to go unnoticed both as a woman and photographer: 
“While I had not intended to frighten the bombardier out of his wits, I was rather glad of the incident. It neatly 
contradicted the old wives’ tale I had been pestered with ever since my early days in the steel mills and coal mines: the 
legend that if you bring a woman into a spot where men are doing dangerous work, her very presence will so distract 
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feature prominently in Dear Fatherland, German housewives, prostitutes, princesses, and 

schoolgirls also command her attention. As Elissa Bemporad observes in Women and Genocide: 

Survivors, Victims, Perpetrators, the agency of committing violence is not limited to men: 

“Women are not merely helpless victims: they can take advantage of the new power structures 

generated by genocidal regimes and engage in rituals of violence” (5). Zigzagging between 

private and public spaces, probing into the interiority of parlors, kitchens, castles, and 

concentration camps, Dear Fatherland affirms this observation. It vacillates between hinting that 

German women share human similarities with Bourke-White’s Euro-American readership and 

suggesting that they are monstrously different. Paradoxically, Dear Fatherland renders its 

German female subjects foreign yet familiar. Through her pairing of image and word, Bourke-

White challenges essentialized norms of women’s passivity and victimhood, showing American 

readers that the face of evil could be not only ordinary, but feminine, too.  

With notable exceptions, such as Leni Riefenstahl, director of the 1935 Nazi propaganda film 

Triumph of the Will, women are often imagined as less harmful or insidious than their male 

counterparts who supported the Third Reich. In the words of historian Wendy Lower, “nearly all 

histories of the Holocaust leave out half of those who populated that society, as if women’s 

history happens somewhere else” (14). Given the prominence of women in Bourke-White’s book, 

analysis of Dear Fatherland can help to redress this imbalance. After all, approximately 13 

million women were actively engaged in Nazi party membership, with numbers increasing 

steadily until the end of the war (Lower 11). By probing into the interiority of everyday 

hausfraus, Hitler Maidens, and even kindergartners, Bourke-White’s photos and essays 

demonstrate how a phalanx of women and girls took advantage of such new power structures, 

 

them that they will be careless and have accidents. While I could hardly find it flattering to be put totally out of mind, 
still I welcomed this evidence that the bombardier had forgotten there was a woman on board, or a photographer, or a 
combination of both” (Portrait 230).  
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buttressing the Third Reich in their actions, words, and thoughts. Following Hitler’s directive to 

devote themselves to kinder, küche, and kirche (children, kitchen, and church), they supported 

Nazism in ways that were distinct from those of men. Mothers, midwives, teachers, nurses, film 

directors, and secretaries could all contribute to Hitler’s vision of Volksgemeinschaft, or “People’s 

Community.”  

Formally, Dear Fatherland is composed of a series of episodic written essays interspersed 

with seven thematically curated photographic sections, ranging from “The Future: Children in 

Germany” to “The Nazi Soul: Two Concentration Camps.”5 If a reader encounters a written 

character sketch of a person in one chapter, the chances are high that she will find that person’s 

photographic portrait elsewhere in the book. This separation of text and image forces the reader to 

engage in a multisensorial experience, almost a game of matching or “Guess Who?” For example, 

in the first of the book’s six photographic sections, entitled “Faces: The German Look,” the 

reader encounters a close-up of a middle-aged woman’s face, as well as a caption: “Ingeborg was 

undisturbed by atrocities against the Jews, or by any of the acts of the Nazis. I felt here I was 

looking on the face of evil, and that her heart would never be anything but Nazi.”6 Yet only later, 

in chapter 17, “In Kiel People Were Somber,” does Bourke-White fill in the gradations of 

Ingeborg: her upper-class pedigree, her London education, and her role as organizer of Hitler 

Sports Club for girls (138-142). This interdependence of essay, caption, and image implies that to 

fully understand the story, neither word nor image is solely sufficient. In Image-Music-Text, 

Barthes discusses this relationship between image and text, explaining that a caption may either 

“duplicate” or “contradict” an image (26-27). Here, Bourke-White’s caption serves as a type of 

 

5 The sections of the photographic essays are titled as follows: (1) Faces: The German Look, (2) The Nazi Soul: Two 
Concentration Camps, (3) War’s End: A Holiday for Some, (4) Urban Germany: What Our Bombs Left, (5) The 
Future: Children in Germany, (6) Krupp: Where War Cancer Grew, (7) Berlin: People with Roots (x).  
6 There is no page number listed for this image, but it appears as the fifteenth page in Section One, “Faces: The German 
Look.” 
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Rorschach test for her reader: if the words duplicate or complement the image, then Ingeborg fits 

the profile of a Nazi; if the words contradict her portrait, then her “heart of evil” is an aberration. 

In other words, the caption reveals a chasm—however big or small—between appearance and 

reality.    

The catalogue of German women and girls featured in Dear Fatherland ranges in age and 

profession, thus broadening the represented demographic scope of Nazi supporters, sympathizers, 

and resisters well beyond Hitler and the leaders of the Third Reich. There’s Elsa, a former leader 

of the Hitler Maidens; Emma Koch, a New-York educated schoolteacher; a German mother who 

chose to poison her children instead of let them face the Allied presence; a gaggle of housewives 

looting a train; cherub-faced German princesses; a pastor’s wife who supported the anti-Nazi 

resistance; four prostitutes sitting in a Frankfurt jail; and bespectacled women who, while forced 

to visit a neighboring concentration camp, shield their noses with handkerchiefs, ostensibly due to 

the stench of corpses.7 Yet of all the figures—whether male or female—only Hildegarde 

commands two chapters. Readers meet fräulein Hildegarde Roselius, an old acquaintance of 

Bourke-White, in the first chapter. The journalist expresses hope that the young woman can help 

her make sense of her surroundings: “I had found the German character unbelievably baffling, 

and Hildegarde should be able to help” (4). It turns out that Columbia University-educated 

Hildegarde ardently supports Hitler, and memories of their kitchen-table conversations gnaw at 

Bourke-White all the way into the book’s final chapters. She writes, “It seemed so strange that 

this educated and intelligent woman, who had been an interesting person in New York, should 

prove such an ardent and unrepentant Nazi” (130). The use of the word “strange” is noteworthy. 

Hildegarde is the German woman whom the author finds the most troubling: the most uncanny.  

 

7 These images do not have page numbers, but they appear in sections III, I, V, III, V, III, and II, respectively. 
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Indeed, Hildegarde is uncanny in the Freudian sense. Freud defines the term in his 1919 essay 

as “a class of terrifying which leads us back to something long known to us, once very familiar” 

(1-2). If we look to Freud’s concept of the uncanny, or unheimlich (literally, not homelike), it 

refers to an unsettling power derived from a strange familiarity that has become morphed into 

something frightening.8 On one hand, Hildegarde is familiar. Having known Hildegarde in New 

York, Bourke-White recalls her as an “energetic,” “big, vivid girl” with “a loud, bright laugh” 

and near perfect English (3). Bourke-White writes of her almost wistfully: “I had considered it 

pleasantly, even amusingly, symbolic of what I had supposed were her progressive ideas, that, 

after having graduated from Columbia, she carried back across the ocean the first gasoline station 

ever to be installed in her home town of Bremen” (3). With an Ivy League diploma in one hand 

and the keys to a gas station in another, Hildegarde is almost like a distant and quirky cousin or a 

long-lost college classmate to Bourke-White. 

On the other hand, Hildegarde is strange, foreign, and almost alien to the photojournalist. 

Whereas most Germans Bourke-White encounters deny participation in or even knowledge of the 

Nazi party, Hildegarde proudly embraces it.9 Within the walls of her own apartment, she froths at 

the mouth with rabid antisemitism. Evoking stereotypes and citing German propaganda, 

Hildegarde concludes that antisemitism is “quite reasonable,” given that the Jews “had to be dealt 

with” (8). Her candor stuns Bourke-White, who is shaken by the extent of Hildegarde’s hatred for 

Jewish people: “I had not realized how simply—and adroitly—Hitler had stretched his hand into 

the past to pluck out the prejudice that would serve him best” (8). The foreign and familiar 

acutely converge when Hildegarde, a student of journalism, proclaims, “Hitler never knowingly 

 

8 For a more in-depth discussion of Freud’s concept and his 1919 essay, see Wald 5-6. 
9 Bourke-White recalls the words of a bewildered American Major, who observed, “‘The Germans act of though the 
Nazis were a strange race of Eskimos who came down from the North Pole and somehow invaded Germany’” (Dear 
Fatherland 5). 
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told a lie” (5). In her characteristically sardonic style, Bourke-White observes, “At 

least…Hildegarde has picked up one Americanism, if it is no more than the species of laurel we 

bestow on a national hero” (5).  

How does Bourke-White make sense of a puzzle like Hildegarde? This uncanniness—the 

friction of her being foreign (alien, German, rabidly anti-Semitic) and familiar (excellent English, 

a Columbia-trained journalist)—haunts the photojournalist. Bourke-White confesses: “I have seen 

much of this war and many times, in positions of hazard and peril, I have been badly frightened. 

But the terror that came to me after talking with this German girl was deeper and more lasting 

than anything to which I have been exposed. It is with me still” (10). Indirectly, Hildegarde casts 

an unflattering light on the United States: how people, even those educated at Ivy League 

Schools, a revered U.S. cultural institution, can be capable of abetting great crimes. Surprisingly, 

there is no photographic portrait of Hildegarde—it’s as if Bourke-White cannot fully reckon with 

her.  

This dynamic—the friction generated between the espoused democratic ideals and racist 

practices of the United States—reappears in vignettes of other figures encountered by Bourke-

White. Take, for example, Professor Emma Koch, who had spent three years in New York. Upon 

meeting her in a Frankfurt cemetery, Bourke-White describes a woman whose “world had 

collapsed” and who, in attempts to pass down received ideologies to her female pupils, was “like 

a car racing in neutral” (149). Koch, in turn, accuses Bourke-White of hypocrisy, telling her, “In 

America people were discussing openly the dangers of mixing races, and when I came back to 

Germany they were talking about the same thing. So it can’t seem wrong to you’” (150). The 

German teacher was not wrong in identifying an unflattering “rub”: the United States was far 

more imbricated with the crimes and culture of Nazi Germany than Bourke-White may have 

known or cared to acknowledge.  
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Indeed, as recent scholarship such as James Q. Whitman’s Hitler’s American Model has 

shown, the Third Reich drew legal inspiration from Jim Crow.10 Nazi leaders, Whitman writes, 

“regarded America, not without reason, as the innovative world leader in the creation of racist 

law,” and the 1935 Nuremberg Laws—which prohibited, among other things, marriage and 

sexual intercourse between Jewish and Aryan citizens—most likely reflect “direct American 

influence” (5). Germany’s eugenics program also drew inspiration from the United States and, as 

Adam Cohen writes, “operated on a scale that eclipsed its American model” (302).11 Emma 

Koch’s antennae had been attuned to the legal fictions and racist frequencies she observed 

abroad, and she found them mirrored in her own country. Her observations about the hypocrisy of 

the U.S. government when it came to the promises of democracy were not all that dissimilar from 

those that would be made in 1951 by the Civil Rights Congress in their petition to the United 

Nations, We Charge Genocide.  

It is in reference to Professor Koch that Bourke-White invokes the term “crime against 

humanity.” Though Bourke-White does not pause to define its meaning, she claims that its 

magnitude is something that this German woman could never understand. Here, Bourke-White 

returns to what could be called her “sliding door” or “road not taken” hypothesis, very similar to 

the one she applies to Hildegarde. In other words, she suggests that under different 

circumstances—in another time and place—this particular woman may have made different 

choices: 

 

10 Such influence was not only legal, but cultural. As Lower notes, in the quest for Lebensraum, an all-Aryan living 
space, German popular culture borrowed cowboy-and-Indian tropes from the American Wild West, popularized 
through Karl May’s adventure novels, in which they colonized the Eastern frontier. In the 1930s, a board game invited 
German families to play the role of pioneers on the Eastern front—all from the comfort of their living rooms (35). See 
also Galchen. 
11 Cohen adds that one of Hitler’s high-ranking economic advisors, Otto Wagener, reported Hitler as saying, “I have 
studied with great interest the laws of several American states concerning the prevention of reproduction by people 
whose progeny would, in all probability, be of no value or be injurious to the racial stock” (302). 
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A long time ago Professor Koch could have taken another path, but it was too late now. I 
supposed she would remain a German civil servant, discontented to the end, but I did not 
think she could ever understand the enormity of the German crime against humanity. Be that 
as it may, I am sure she meant to be honest and kind; she was just too old to learn non-
German definitions for those words (150, emphasis added).  
 

In surmising that under different circumstances, Koch may have acted differently, the 

photojournalist withholds describing what “another path” might have looked like for the 

professor. For instance, in this hypothetical alternate reality, would Emma Koch have joined the 

resistance? Next, in speculating on whether a single German citizen—let alone a single person—

could understand “the enormity” of the “German crime against humanity,” Bourke-White poses a 

nearly existential question that, in 1945 or 1946, could be asked of the entire postwar world—one 

that Arendt would also pose in Eichmann. Finally, the third sentence abruptly pivots to a tone of 

dry irony, as Bourke-White attributes “honesty” and “kindness” to her interlocutor before 

attributing a lack of understanding of the phrase “crime against humanity” to a matter of 

linguistics—a incongruous thing to say about a person who has spent three years in the United 

States and is presumably fluent in English.  

As in the case of Ingeborg, Bourke-White enlists language to belie the placidity of the 

photographic portrait of an individual such as Professor Koch that features in section one, “Faces: 

The German Look.” Beneath an image of a bespectacled woman elderly, a pen and notebook in 

hand, who gazes into the distance, the caption reads: “Professor Koch had the eye of a fanatic. All 

her life she had worshipped Germany, as she had been taught to do. Germany alone still claimed 

her concern, and she had utterly no interest in the suffering and hardship Germans had brought to 

other lands.”12 In these instances, Bourke-White’s language becomes like an x-ray, exposing the 

 

12 This quotation appears in a caption on the thirteenth page of Section One, “Faces: The German Look.” 
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hidden content below the surface of what the eye can see. Without the contextual support of the 

written word, the image can camouflage latent violence of a “fanatic.”    

At other times, though, it is the photographs themselves, not the written word, that expose 

irrevocable evidence of atrocities. In a chapter entitled “April in Germany,” Bourke-White 

describes visiting two concentrations camps, Buchenwald and Leipzig-Mochau, with her 

colleague Bill Walton. In Leipzig-Mochau, the smaller of the two, only smoldering ashes and 

bones await them, left behind in the wake of German conflagration. She describes her faith in 

photographic imagery to accurately document what she calls “the horror”: 

Neither of us knew at the time how quickly people at home, and even some returned soldiers 
who had not seen these things, would begin to say that perhaps accounts had been 
exaggerated, that maybe the Germans were not so bad after all. But even though I did not 
realize how soon some people would disbelieve or forget, I had a deep conviction that an 
atrocity like this demanded to be recorded. So I forced myself to map the place with 
negatives. (77)  
 

Here, Bourke-White’s language implies that photographic image will offer an immunization from 

future amnesia or distortion of reality by “people at home” or “even some return soldiers who had 

not seen these things,” in a way that words could not. By “map[ping] the place with negatives,” 

she attempts to plot some of the coordinates in the cartography of atrocity. But she also captures 

how some people will refuse to look at such sights. 

Indeed, many of her photographs taken in Buchenwald testify not so much to the explicit 

crimes against humanity as to how people can implicitly condone them and then literally look 

away from the evidence. Several of the images in the second section of photographs, “The Nazi 

Soul: Two Concentration Camps,” provide evidence of corpses and survivors from Buchenwald 

and Leipzig-Mochau. But perhaps most strikingly, she captures the citizens who look on after, as 
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Bourke-White puts it, General Patton had the idea that “Buchenwald’s good German neighbors 

should visit it” (figure 10).13 

 
 

Figure 10: In this photo captured by Margaret Bourke-White, a local German 
woman covers her eyes during a forced tour of Buchenwald concentration camp. Courtesy 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 

13 This quotation appears in a caption on the ninth page of Section Two, “The Nazi Soul: Two Concentration Camps,” 
and the photograph in figure 9 appears on the eleventh page of the same section. Bourke-White writes, “When 3rd 
Army troops had occupied Buchenwald in two days before, that tough old soldier, General Patton, had been so 
incensed at what he saw that he ordered the police to go through Weimar, of which Buchenwald is a suburb, and bring 
back one thousand civilians to make them see with their own eyes what their leaders had done. The MPs were so 
enraged that they brought back two thousand” (74). 
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A jumbled pile of corpses fills the bottom right quadrant of the photograph. In the left portion of 

the frame, a woman in a black dress shields her eyes with her hand, walking away from the 

bodies. At first glance, the reader can identify with the woman’s desire to avert one’s sight from 

the dead bodies. But Bourke-White’s words implicate this German in the system that lead to these 

corpses; the caption addresses the woman: “Fräulein, you who cannot bear to look, did you agree 

with the Jews? Will you tell your children the Führer was good at heart?”14 By contextualizing 

the image, Bourke-White’s accusatory apostrophe to the German fräulein short circuits empathy 

the viewer may have towards the figure in the dress who looks away. Meanwhile, the bodies in 

the right side of the frame silently testify to the crimes against humanity and genocide. As 

philosopher and art historian Georges Didi-Huberman writes of images from the concentration 

camps, “for in each testimonial production, in each act of memory, language and image are 

absolutely bound to one another, never ceasing to exchange their reciprocal lacunae” (26). The 

caption and the accompanying photo suggest this reciprocity, a symbiosis of word and image that 

rely on one another to testify to the Third Reich’s crimes. 

In the subsequent chapters of Dear Fatherland, the photojournalist speculates on the future of 

Germany, and especially the role of what stories and messages women such as this fräulein will 

bequeath to future citizens. In the book’s concluding pages, Bourke-White places the fraught 

responsibility of raising the next generation on the shoulders not of German men, but of German 

women. In doing so, she both aligns with gender norms of assuming it is the responsibility of 

women—as mothers, teachers, and sports coaches—to raise children, but also attributes great 

 

14 Novick points out that the words “Jew” and “Jewish” do not figure in Bourke-White’s account of Buchenwald and 
that Dear Fatherland, like many other journalistic accounts of the camps at the time, focused on the victims’ identities 
as “political prisoners, slave laborers, and civilians of many nationalities,” with Jewish prisoners among them (64-65). 
Unlike scholars such as Deborah Lipstadt, Novick attributes this absence of highlighting the Jewish identity of the 
victims as a reflection of historical fact, not prejudice or antisemitism: among victims encountered by Americans, “the 
best estimates are that Jews accounted for about one fifth of those liberated from concentration camps in Germany by 
American troops” (65). 
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power to them in terms of futurity: “Women not so different from Hildegarde, Ingeborg, and 

Emma Koch, the teacher, will be bringing up the children of Germany, the next generation” 

(174). In an uncanny way, she echoes the logic of Hitler’s kinder, küche, kirche in terms of the 

importance placed on the role of women in ensuring the nation’s futurity. She essentializes 

women as the sole guardians of the next generation’s moral and ethical development. In this 

rhetorical move, Bourke-White turns each of these three individuals—a journalist-turned-

entrepreneur, a hausfrau, and a teacher—into synecdoches. In other words, Hildegarde, Ingeborg, 

and Emma Koch are parts that stand in for the whole of German women responsible for “bringing 

up the next generation.” Placing the burden on their shoulders, Bourke-White both pigeonholes 

and empowers these women. When it comes to shaping the nation’s future citizens, men are 

missing from the picture.  

In the next breath, however, Bourke-White faults her own government for its failure to 

provide an alternative to a “bottomless pit of malevolence and malignance” (174). In regard to the 

German women, she writes, “We have given them nothing to replace their Hitler-worship. To be 

sure, we have given them a few ‘de-Nazified’ textbooks, but that is nothing more than the merest 

promise of something greater…We had no plan, no desire, no willingness, it seemed, to teach a 

democratic way of life” (174-175). Bourke-White’s pivot to patriotism is nuanced: she both 

criticizes her own country’s government, but also affirms her steadfast belief in the purity of its 

democratic institutions. The irony, of course, resides in the rub brought up by Professor Koch, 

who draws parallels between Germany’s “racial” solutions and the fact that in “American 

millions of colored citizens are excluded from full participation” in “democratic culture” (150).15  

 

15 Bourke-White’s response dismisses Koch’s observation: “What no one had ever told Professor Koch is that in 
America most of us are ashamed of the deal we give our colored citizens; and no one has ever suggested concentration-
camp tortures to kill all the Negroes” (Dear Fatherland 150). 
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The audience for Dear Fatherland was, at times, literally a captive one: the same U.S. 

government she criticized made use of the chapter on Herr Krupp, a German manufacturing titan 

who supported Nazism, as evidence in the Nuremberg Trials.16 But while international courts may 

have looked to Dear Fatherland for evidence of crimes against humanity, U.S. critics praised 

Bourke-White’s reporting but found plenty of faults. According to New York Times critic Orville 

Prescott, while the subject was “undoubtably important,” the book was “dated and stale as news 

reporting” and “choppy, fragmentary, impressionistic.” At times, the tone of the review suggests 

a fatigue when it came to the atrocities: “once again are reminders of the slave labor, the 

abominations of the concentration camps.” Here, Prescott’s phrase “once again” implies a sense 

of déjà view, as if the images had become tired, belated, and seen many times before. The 

Washington Post, in turn, praised the “excellent (but curiously delayed) graphic and verbal 

evidence from lens and typewriter,” but queried why Bourke-White “fail[s] to reveal the name of 

the American Major boasting of his deals with bankers netting him hundreds of thousands of 

marks?” (S8). In this second review, Buchenwald and Leipzig-Mochau go unmentioned, though 

several sentences focus on the “whining, sullen” German populace. The subject of the 

concentration camps would recede from American popular discourse in the decade to come.17 But 

things changed in 1961. 

Monsters and Men: Judgment at Nuremberg 

Though they share with Dear Fatherland a common theme—the ordinariness of evil 

among Nazis—Stanley Kramer’s film Judgment at Nuremberg and Arendt’s reportage on 

 

16 Bourke-White wrote of the chapter’s use in the trials: “The haughty Herr Krupp was required to stand before a 
military tribunal while the chapters concerning him were read aloud, and he testified to the truthfulness of the 
statements. For a new book, this was indeed a captive audience—of one” (Portrait 270). 
17 As Novick writes, in the United States during the 1950s, “By any standard—at least compared with the omnipresence 
of the Holocaust in the 1980s and 1990s—nobody in these years seemed to have much to say on the subject, at least in 
public” (104). 
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Eichmann, both appeared in 1961, a full 15 years after Bourke-White’s book.18 According to 

historian Peter Novick, during this interim period between the end of the war and the early 1960s, 

“the Holocaust made scarcely any appearance in American public discourse” (103).19 Novick 

attributes this relative absence of representation during the 1950s to several reasons, including a 

historicization of the Holocaust as “a terrible feature of the period that had ended with the defeat 

of Nazi Germany,” an aversion to what seemed to many like an “unhealthy voyeurism” of 

atrocities, and the advent of the Cold War, which transformed Germans “from implacable foes to 

indispensable allies (103, 86). Furthermore, the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 

1945—an event in which many Americans felt more directly involved and even implicated—

engaged them with “much greater immediacy” than World War II.20 Pulitzer Prize-winning 

journalist John Hersey chronicled the aftermath of the bombing in a series of essays, which 

appeared in the August 31, 1946 issue of The New Yorker, and then were printed two months later 

as the best-selling book Hiroshima. Hersey’s graphic, eyewitness account of the carnage 

contradicted the tightly controlled narratives of the U.S. government, which minimized human 

suffering and discussed bodies in an “objective and medical” tone (Sharp 439-440). When it came 

to the aftermath of German atrocities and justice for the Nazis, the American public had 

apparently lost interest. As an American journalist named Max Perkins (Bernard Kates) tells 

 

18 In 1961, the National Book Award for non-fiction went to William L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich 
(1960), went on to sell more than a million copies (McNamee and Andrews 79). 
19 According to Novick, in the United States, the term “Holocaust” became attached to the “murder of European Jewry” 
much in part due to the publicity of the Eichmann trial (133). The term began to circulate more prominently when U.S. 
journalists covering the Eichmann trial adopted “holocaust,” the word chosen by Israelis as an English translation of 
shoah (133). For more on the meaning(s) of shoah, see Novick 133.    
20 As Novick writes, the American confrontation with the “horrors” of the concentration camps so as to “grasp the full 
dimensions of Nazi criminality” was relatively short lived: “Hiroshima, coming only a few months later, engaged 
Americans with much greater immediacy. Unlike the Holocaust, Americans were involved both as perpetrators and as 
potential victims; unlike the Holocaust, there were practical reasons for undergoing the ordeal of facing the horror” 
(111). 
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Spencer Tracey’s character in the film Judgment at Nuremberg, even two years after the end of 

World War II, “I couldn’t give a story away on the Nuremberg trials” (01:09:34-45).  

But with the passage of over a decade, the topic seemed safer to approach in public 

discourse. By the 1960s, “the ‘hot’ war [was] safely in the rear-view mirror and West Germany 

[was] firmly established as a stable Cold War bulwark against Soviet communism” (McNamee and 

Andrews 75). Judgment at Nuremberg, which premiered in December 1961, picks up precisely 

where Bourke-White’s book concludes: in a Germany grappling with its collective guilt in the 

months and years immediately after the fall of Nazism.21 The courtroom drama about the 

eponymous trials of Nazi jurists premiered the same week as the verdict on the Adolf Eichmann 

trial, which had been widely televised across United States over the course of the year.22 This 

uncanny coincidence of the film’s premier and the Eichmann verdict did not escape the notice of 

journalists.23 Murray Schumach of The New York Times wrote of the parallels between the two 

stories: “In a somber courtroom set in Hollywood, genocide is as current these days as it is in the 

Beit Haam, in Jerusalem, where Adolf Eichmann is being tried for the responsibility for the deaths 

of six million Jews.”24 Genocide was making headlines, and its accomplices filled American 

screens, both as characters in Kramer’s Judgment in the movie theaters and as real-life defendants 

on the nightly news.25 Eichmann had been the highest ranking Nazi official specifically charged 

 

21 The International Military Tribunal featured a series of trials, the first of which tried the most prominent Nazi 
leaders; this trial was followed by “a dozen other trials, also held in Nuremberg, where only American judges presided, 
in which the defendants included doctors, special SS units responsible for the murder of POWs, partisans and civilians 
in German-occupied Europe, military men charged with the torture and murder of POWs, industrialists who had 
exploited slave labour, and judges” (Moeller 499). 
22 The teleplay on which the film was adapted aired in 1959 on the anthology drama series Playhouse 90. Katherine 
Hepburn, who was watching the production, recommended it to her partner Spencer Tracy. Having already worked 
with Kramer in the courtroom drama about the Scopes trial, Inherit the Wind, Tracy reached out to the director about 
the possibility of a film version (McNamee and Andrews 81). For the background on the adaptation of the film from 
Abby Mann’s teleplay and the artistic compromises at the expense of historical accuracy, see McNamee and Andrews.  
23 For more on the trial’s broadcast on televisions in the United States, see Shandler, While America Watches chap. 4. 
24 The article continued, “In Hollywood, however, cameras and actors are working in a replica of the courtroom of 
Nuremberg, where civilized nations set a legal precedent that made a special crime of genocide” (Schumach X9). 
25 Moeller contextualizes the reception of Judgment at Nuremberg: “The Eichmann trial and the building of the Berlin 
Wall were of even greater significance for shaping how critics saw the film. From April to August, in press and TV 
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with exterminating European Jewry; the defendants in Judgment in Nuremberg, however, were 

jurists under the Third Reich, lower in the tier of authority (Shandler, While America Watches 85). 

But Kramer’s film suggests that they were, in fact, just as guilty as their superiors. Complicity with 

genocidal crimes was private and public, extraordinary and ordinary. While Bourke-White 

juxtaposes images and words to expose the ordinariness of evil, especially within the private and 

domestic realms, Judgment at Nuremberg, which embeds an evidentiary documentary film within 

a feature film, demonstrates how legal language could be contorted within the courtroom to corrupt 

the very thing it claimed to champion: justice. 

Judgment at Nuremberg fits into a line of what was becoming a well-established cinematic 

genre in the late 1950s and early 1960s: the American courtroom drama.26 But unlike Witness for 

the Prosecution (1957), Twelve Angry Men (1957), Inherit the Wind (1960), or To Kill a 

Mockingbird (1962), which all take place on U.S. soil, this story transports its audience to another 

continent: postwar Europe—Nuremberg, Germany, to be exact. As McNamee and Andrews write, 

Kramer’s film enlisted the popularity of the genre and mobilized it “as a device to reawaken the 

audience to the crimes of the Nazi period” (79). Though the plot may be straightforward (the trial 

of Nazi judges), the ethical dimensions are not. Throughout the film, American Chief Judge Dan 

Haywood (Spencer Tracy), who presides over a 1948 military tribunal over four Nazi judges 

accused of crimes against humanity, tries to wrap his mind around how the “ordinary” German 

Ernst Janning (Burt Lancaster), a once-respected jurist, could condemn so many people to death 

 

coverage, Germans and Americans could listen to the testimony of the army of witnesses assembled to testify against 
Eichmann, representatives—as the prosecuting attorney made clear—of the ‘six million accusers’ who could not be 
present because ‘their ashes are piled up on the hills of Auschwitz and the fields of Treblinka, and are strewn in the 
forests of Poland’. Public opinion surveys recorded that of those questioned as many as 87% in the USA and 95% in 
West Germany knew something of the trial” (505). 
26 McNamee and Andrews enumerate aspects of the film that place it in the courtroom drama genre: “a star-studded, 
largely American cast,” the “familiar structuring around dramatic cross-examination of witnesses, and the delivery of a 
resounding summation and verdict” (77).  
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and condone so many crimes. Two of the Nazis’ criminal acts are highlighted most prominently. 

First is the forced sterilization of Rudolph Peterson (Montgomery Clift), a man considered “feeble-

minded” and associated with Communism.27 The second, based on the infamous Katzenberger 

show trial, is the case of Irene Hoffman (Judy Garland), a young Aryan/Gentile women who, at age 

16, had a relationship with an older Jewish man, who was then guillotined for “blood defilement” 

in 1942.28 Meanwhile, outside of the courtroom, Haywood is befriended by Frau Bertholt (Marlene 

Dietrich), the widow of a Nazi war criminal, who tries to convince him that ordinary Germans 

“didn’t know” what was going on and that not all of her compatriots are “monsters” (01:11:25-35). 

Ultimately, Haywood sentences all four German judges to life in prison, in spite of his two fellow 

judges’ dissenting opinions. Through the conversations and questions its characters raise, the film 

queries how far culpability extends: to the German people, to the Nazis, to the entire world? 

Judgment at Nuremberg ultimately suggests that evil can take root anywhere, especially under the 

veneer of “civilization,” and that its very danger resides in its ordinariness, even its respectability.  

Judgment at Nuremberg may qualify as a courtroom drama, but the scenes outside the 

house of justice feel more like a detective film. In the beer halls, kitchens, and cafes of 

Nuremberg, Haywood is trying to solve a puzzle: how could the “ordinary” members of a 

“civilized” society perpetrate such systematic, well-organized violence? How do well educated 

 

27 As Gonshak points out, the film excludes any Nazi criminals who directly participated in the concentration camps, 
but it also leaves out any Jewish survivors, privileging the stories of Peterson (a non-Jewish man sterilized due to his 
association with Communism) and Hoffman (an “Aryan” woman accused of “blood defilement” with an older Jewish 
man): “By pairing the cases, the film seems fallaciously to imply, deliberately or not, that the communists and Jews 
were persecuted equally by the Nazis” (160). 
28 In spring of 1941, Leo Katzenberger, a 76-year-old Jewish businessman, and Irene Seiler, a 30-year-old non-Jewish 
woman, both residents of Nuremberg, were accused of having a sexual affair and charged with race defilement 
(Rassenschande). Presided over by the Nazi judge Dr. Oswald Rothaug in “a deliberately orchestrated show trial,” the 
proceedings were “a public demonstration deigned to inflame antisemitic feeling” (“Katzenberger Case, March 13, 
1942”). Found guilty of perjury, Seiler was sentenced to two years of hard labor, and Katzenberger was beheaded in 
1942. Screenwriter Abby Mann and Kramer made significant changes to the original source material, changing the age 
of the character of Irene Hoffman-Wallner (based on Seiler) from 22 (and married) to 16 and situating the trial in the 
year 1935 instead of 1942, “emphasises [sic] the cruelty and illegitimacy of the Nazi legal measures even without the 
pressure of a war situation” (McNamee and Andrews 83).   
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persons perpetuate crimes that, as he puts it, “beggar the imagination”? (02:47:25-44) And how 

could a population turn a blind eye to the systematic injustice enacted over several years—in spite 

of a consistent refrain of “we didn’t know”? On evenings and weekends, away from the judges’ 

chambers, he encounters a hodgepodge of American service members and German citizens. For 

instance, in the house where he resides during the trial, he speaks with his German housekeeper 

and her husband, whom he calls “good people”; they insist that they “knew nothing” of Dachau 

and that “Hitler did some good things” such as the building the autobahn and providing jobs 

(0:46:00-48:06). But it is foremost his interactions inside the courtroom with accused judge Dr. 

Ernst Janning and outside the courtroom with Frau Bertholt, the recently convicted (and 

executed) Nazi officer’s wife, that force him to reckon with two prongs of genocidal violence: its 

institutionalization and its domesticity. In other words, genocidal violence takes root formally in 

the courtrooms, through legal rulings, but also in conversations, assumptions, whispers inside the 

privacy of the home.29 It is both public and private. It is both social and political.  

This resulting lesson from Haywood’s sojourn in Nuremberg echoes Hannah Arendt’s 

analysis of the relationship between the public/political and the social/private in The Human 

Condition: “In the modern world, the two realms indeed constantly flow into each other like 

waves in the never-resting stream of the life process itself” (33). The attitudes of those who 

condoned Nazism—whether because of apathy or of anti-Semitism—are not confined to the 

public spaces of the courtrooms, the concentration camps, or the military parades. Indeed, as 

Haywood discovers during an invitation to take some ersatz coffee in Madame Bertholt’s 

 

29 Elia Kazan’s 1947 film Gentleman’s Agreement, starring Gregory Peck, also explores the mundane nature of 
antisemitism, though in an American context, based on the plot of Peck’s going undercover as a journalist by 
pretending to be Jewish.  
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apartment, sympathy for the Third Reich resides in private spaces, too (01:23:10- 01:27:30).30 

And it can be perpetuated not just by the Hitlers of the world, but by ordinary people. Hans Rolfe 

(Maximilian Schell), the lawyer for the defense, interrogates where the concentric circles of guilt 

will end, reciting a litany of countries who either condoned or collaborated with Hitler, including 

the “American industrialists who helped Hitler to rebuild his armaments and profited by that 

rebuilding” (02:27:48-02:29:40). Rolfe argues that if the tribunal convicts his client, then “Ernst 

Janning’s guilt is the world’s guilt—no more, no less” (02:30:15-27). And that world, the film 

makes clear, includes the United States.  

Through evidence and speeches presented in the courtroom, the film implies that the 

roots and twisted logic of genocidal violence are not unique to Germany but in fact have a 

Transatlantic lineage. Institutionalized violence is like a boomerang: much of its blueprint 

originated in the U.S. eugenic laws, was imported to Germany, and then tailored to the project of 

Nazism. Through privileging the perspective of Dan Haywood, the film asserts that genocidal 

violence flourishes under a perfect storm of both individual and institutional actions by ordinary 

people—and in this case, certain parallels in the United States. The film ends by suggesting that 

the United States has inclinations towards the very crimes for which it tried the German judges—

or, as Haywood puts it: “there are those in our own country, too, who speak of the protection of 

country, of survival” (02:48:00-10). 

The film ventriloquizes this argument most prominently through the character of the 

German defense counsel, Rolfe, who argues that the United States has also committed and 

condoned crimes similar to those perpetrated by the Nazis. Specifically, he points to the 1927 

court case Buck v. Bell and its eugenic sterilization measures (condoned by Supreme Court 

 

30 In this scene, Frau Bertholt accuses the victors (the Allied forces) of “political murder” and “revenge” on her 
husband, who has been executed as a war criminal. A portrait, presumably of her dead husband, in his Third Reich 
attire, is framed on the wall of her apartment, visually triangulating her relationship with Judge Haywood.  
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Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes) and the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. “Are you aware,” 

Rolfe announces to the courtroom, “that sexual sterilization was not invented by the National 

Socialists but had been advanced for years before as a weapon in dealing with the mentally 

incompetent and the criminal?” (0:34:15-27) Citing Holmes, he reads aloud an excerpt of the 

1927 ruling: “Three generations of imbeciles are enough” (0:35:30-34). Later, in a private 

meeting in prison with his client Ernst Janning, Rolfe descries the Americans’ hypocrisy and 

“superior morality” when it comes to Hiroshima and Nagasaki (02:14:50-02:15:10). In scenes 

such as these that draw parallels of institutionalized and military violence between the two 

nations, the film insinuates that the United States is guilty, directly and indirectly, of similar 

charges.   

The film formally attempts to underscore these themes of collective guilt and moral 

ambiguity through several cinematographic devices. First, in terms of color, the black and white 

palette provides a timeless, classic quality. By eschewing color in favor of a technology from the 

past, the film suggests that the ethical quandaries raised by the film are perennial, predating the 

year in which it was made.31 Furthermore, by choosing not to film in color, the screen literalizes 

the black, white, and gray area of the court case.  The black and white palette also mirrors that of 

many documentaries made about the horrors of Nazism, such as Nazi Concentration and Prison 

Camps (1945) or The Nazi Plan (1945).  

Judgment at Nuremberg’s  intertextuality with such documentaries signals an 

interweaving of “fact” and “fiction.” From the film’s first moments, the opening shots and sounds 

are a pastiche of footage taken of newsreel and documentary footage. In the opening credits, 

hearty voices sing in German; in the following shot, a concrete swastika atop Nuremberg stadium 

 

31 This choice starkly contrasts with Night and Fog, French New Wave director Alain Resnais’ 1956 documentary film 
about the horrors of the Holocaust, which juxtaposes the black-and-white of the past with the color version of the 
present. 
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explodes—footage excerpted from the U.S. Army’s Signal Corps’ 1945 film, Deutschland 

Erwache (0:01:00-02:42).32 This stitching together of documentary footage and feature film 

invites the viewer into a liminal space: nearly three hours in which movie stars play judges, Nazi 

wives, and lawyers, but in which actual evidence intrudes. This hybridization of fact and 

fiction—especially given the liberties taken by screenwriter Abby Mann in the McCarthy era-

United States—invites the audience into a dizzying narrative zone, a liminal space residing on the 

threshold of fiction and reality.33  

The presence of American stars in a film full of German characters further muddies the 

border between real-life and Hollywood storytelling. A powerful constellation of stars crowded the 

marquee: Americans Spencer Tracy, Judy Garland, Burt Lancaster, and Montgomery Clift joined 

German actress Marlene Dietrich.34 At times, wrote Brendan Gill, a film critic for The New Yorker, 

the film nearly blinded the audience with its star wattage, “occasionally threaten[ing] to turn into a 

judicial ‘Grand Hotel’” (68). In fact, the surfeit of stars was part of Kramer’s Trojan horse strategy: 

with the promise of big names, he convinced reluctant producers to finance a film about a subject 

not many people would want to contemplate. The director explained the logic of his casting: “Do 

you think United Artists wanted to make that thing about the trial? They weren’t interested at all in 

war guilt and those people in the ovens and crooked judges…I studded it with people to get it made 

as a film so it would reach out to a mass audience” (qtd. in Doneson, The Holocaust in American 

Film 97). When looking at Judge Haywood, Madame Bertholt, or Ernst Janning, audiences would 

 

32 This intertextuality was pointed out in Moeller 502. 
33 For more on the changes and liberties taken by Mann in his screenplay, see Moeller; Gonshak; Frost; McNamee and 
Andrews. 
34 Each actor brought his own stardom to the film—or what cultural critic Richard Dyer calls a star’s “complex 
configuration of visual, verbal, and aural signs” (Stars 34). For instance, both Clift and Garland were “notorious (in 
Hollywood and also in general culture) as ‘broken’ Hollywood icons,” and they were cast as characters “broken, rather 
than exterminated, by the Nazi system” (McNamee and Andrews 84). Spencer Tracy, cast as the upstanding American 
judge, “embodied homespun American values” (Gonshak 154). 



 

 141 

have also seen the well-known profiles of Spencer Tracey, Marlene Dietrich, and Burt Lancaster. 

As cultural critic Richard Dyer writes, major stars “collapse this distinction between the actor’s 

authenticity and the authentication of the character s/he is playing” (Stars 21). Through this 

“complex configuration of visual, verbal, and aural signs,” audiences saw in witness Irene Hoffman 

not only a woman interrogated about her relationship with a Jewish man under the Nuremberg 

Laws, but also movie star Judy Garland (34). This courtroom drama was a Hollywood production, 

not evidentiary documentary film—at least not for the majority of the movie, until Kramer inserts 

official footage of the concentration camps. 

The real and the fictional worlds blur together most prominently during the courtroom 

trial scenes, in which U.S. chief prosecutor Colonel Lawson (Richard Widmark) introduces 

documentary footage from the camps. Once again, “fact” and “fiction” chafe against one another: 

the footage was indeed taken from the US Army newsreel film Nazi Concentration and Prison 

Camps; however, the footage had been not used in the actual Jurists’ trial—only the first 

Nuremberg Trial of the more senior architects of the Third Reich (McNamee and Andrews 91-

92).35 While human bodies, both living and dead of Dachau and other camps, fill many of the 

screens, a significant portion of the footage catalogues objects stolen—or made—from victims. In 

several frames, it is only the verbal guidance of Lawson’s narration that renders the image 

legible: a shrunken head, an ashtray made from a pelvis, or a painting made from human skin 

(01:46:09-01:51:35). As the film shows footage of a bulldozer pushing corpses into a pit, Lawson 

calculates the death toll: “Two-thirds of the Jews of the Earth exterminated. More than six 

million, according to report from the Nazis’ own figures. But the real figure, nobody knows” 

(01:51:06-34). As McNamee and Andrews write, the introduction of the documentary film within 

 

35 For a description of the screening of the films during the Nuremberg trials, including the reactions of journalists and 
defendants, see M. Harris 402-404.  
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a feature film prompts two narrative developments: first, it attempts to bring “the American 

viewer to identify with prosecutor Lawson, who supposedly witnessed the atrocities in person,” 

and second, it acts as a “pivot” in Judge Haywood’s changing views about the extent of the horror 

of the concentration camps (92). 

Throughout the scene that includes the evidence of the documentary footage, Kramer 

frequently cuts away to show various members of the courtroom: the lawyers, the judges, the 

accused, and the military personnel. These edits both provide respite to the viewer, a chance to 

avert one’s eyes from the carnage, but also a sampling of various affective reactions among the 

characters. Haywood struggles to maintain composure; one of the German jurists on trial weeps 

while another holds his head in disbelief; an African American military officer stoically stands 

guard (01:46:09-01:51:35). The brief onscreen presence of this officer visually underscores 

parallels between antiblack prejudice in the United States, where interracial marriage remained 

illegal and “memories of Emmett Till were vivid,” and antisemitism abroad (Moeller 518). As 

McNamee and Andrews write, this sequencing presents the audience with “a mirror, but also a 

way past the mirror to basic questions of humanity” (95). By resorting to the mise en abyme, or 

the embedding of a story within a story, Kramer offers his audience a variety of affective 

responses, implicitly prompting them to consider their own response. The next scene cuts to the 

prison, where, later in the day, the German jurist Emil Hahn (Werner Klemperer) exclaims, “How 

dare they show us those films! How dare they!” (01:51:39-44). By placing this reaction in the 

mouth of a Nazi, thus aligning a sense of outrage with an antagonist, the film suggests that 

however upsetting, to not look at the images would be the larger crime.  

But Judgment ultimately guides its viewers back to Judge Haywood, tracing his reaction 

across the remainder of the nearly three-hour film. The film directly tracks Haywood’s moral 

trajectory in the next scene, when, over schnapps at a café that evening, the judge struggles to 
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maintain conversation with Madame Bertholt, clearly distracted by the photographic evidence he 

has witnessed in the courtroom that day. The conversation soon turns sour as the German frau 

disparagingly refers to Colonel Widmark’s “private chamber of horrors.” “Do you think we knew 

of those things? Do you think we wanted to murder women and children?" she demands. When 

Haywood replies that he does not know what to believe anymore, she retorts, “We did not know.” 

Haywood adds with sarcasm: “As far as I can make out, no one in this country knew” (01:56:18-

01:57:03). In the film’s final scenes, this moral reckoning, combined with the documentary 

evidence, leads him to deliver a guilty verdict, accompanied by the pronouncement limning the 

collectivity and ordinariness of evil: “This trial has shown that under  a national crisis, ordinary, 

even able and extraordinary men, can delude themselves into the commission of crimes and 

atrocities so vast and heinous that they beggar the imagination” (02:47:25-44). And as Haywood 

has learned outside of the courtroom, the behavior of such men can be supported by charming, 

elegant women such as Frau Bertholt, too. 

Near the end of the film, the world inside and outside the courtroom seem to collide when 

Eichmann’s name lingers in the air. In one scene, which takes place in a prison cell, the accused 

Nazi jurists, having just witnessed the prosecution’s evidence of the concentration camp footage, 

wrestle with the logistical enormity of Hitler’s project. Looking at his fellow imprisoned jurists, 

Werner Lammpe (Torben Meyer) says, “You do not think it was like that, do you? There were 

executions, yes, but nothing like that. Nothing at all!” (01:51:48-59). Then, he turns to Pohl (Otto 

Waldis) and continues: “You ran those concentration camps, you and Eichmann. They say we 

killed millions of people. Millions of people! How could it be possible?” (01:52:10-27). Invoking 

Eichmann’s name, Lammpe struggles to comprehend the mechanics of the operation, while 

Spencer Tracy’s character, on the other hand, wrestles with the moral corruption of these fellow 

judges. Haywood must reckon with what he calls the trial’s “most shattering truth”: “the 
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defendants are not “degraded perverts,” “sadistic monsters” or “maniacs,” but “ordinary men” 

(02:47:00-40). Frau Bertholt’s stated “mission” to convince Americans such as Haywood that 

“we are not all monsters” proved successful (01:11:25-35). Instead, Haywood makes an even 

more disturbing discovery: the Nazis were not monsters, but men. 

Language Rules in Eichmann in Jerusalem 

On May 11, 1960, Adolf Eichmann, an ex-Nazi and so-called “expert on the Jewish 

question” living in the outskirts of Buenos Aires, was kidnapped by the Mossad, the Israeli police 

force (qtd. in Arendt, Eichmann 36). Upon his arrival in Jerusalem in April 1961, an Israeli court 

tried him for 15 different counts in connection with his work as head of the RHSA 

(Reichssicherheithauptamt, or Reich Main Security Office), including crimes against the Jewish 

people, crimes against humanity, and war crimes during the Second World War (figure 11).  
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Figure 11: The court in Jerusalem looks on as a film is screened as evidence during 
the Eichmann trial. Adolf Eichmann sits in the glass box on the left. June 8, 1961. United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Israel Government Press Office. 

On their televisions, U.S. audiences encountered a trial that historian Jeffrey Shandler has called 

“the first major public effort to conceptualize the Holocaust as a discrete chapter of history, 

distinguished from larger narratives of World War II or the Third Reich, and defined as a 

phenomenon centered around Nazi efforts to exterminate European Jewry” (While America 

Watches 84). Many articles on the pages of newspapers and magazines analyzed and 

contextualized the trial, but perhaps none so infamously as Hannah Arendt’s. Igniting a firestorm 

of controversy with each article she wrote for The New Yorker, Arendt enlisted narrative 

technique to represent what she called a “new type of criminal” (276). Paradoxically, she 

humanized the man whose work had contributed to the dehumanization and extermination of 

Jewish people all over Europe. The collected articles, published in 1963 as the book-length 

Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, radically revised the script of what evil 

looked like in human form: not a monstrous murderer, but an unremarkable bureaucrat who was 

not “tough enough” to withstand the sight of blood (89). In fact, according to Arendt, it was 

Eichmann’s mundane normalcy, not some aberrant perversion, that made him what she termed 

“hostis generis humani”: the enemy of humankind (276). The embodiment of evil was not 

necessarily sensational; it was banal. It was the bureaucrat next door.  

In the attention paid to the banality of Eichmann—or of Arendt’s controversial passing 

insinuation that certain Jewish leaders played a role in the demise of their own people—it is easy 

to lose sight of the book’s other noteworthy features.36 In particular, we risk overlooking how 

Arendt exposes the role of language in both the architecture of genocide and its legal prosecution. 

 

36 On the controversy surrounding the publication of Eichmann, specifically Arendt’s criticism of the Jewish leaders, 
see, for example, Novick chap. 7; Lipstadt. 
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Arendt emphasizes how Eichmann’s estrangement from the conventional meaning of words, 

often exemplified through his penchant for speaking in clichés, could support the machinery of 

the Third Reich. “Special treatment,” for instance, was a code for the word “extermination” (87). 

Her portrait of the criminal and reportage of his trial shows that it was not only Eichmann’s 

signature on dossiers or his “organizational gifts, the coordination of evacuations and 

deportations achieved by his office” that expedited the transport of Jewish people to their deaths 

at various concentration camps throughout Europe (190).  Of course, stamps, train timetables, and 

logistics had their place. But Arendt showed that it was individual nouns, such as the substitution 

of the word “resettlement” in place of “deportation,” that posed even greater dangers (87). This 

unsettling phenomenon is the legacy of Eichmann in Jerusalem: it exposes the protean qualities 

of language, revealing how it can both mask and expose monstrous crimes.  

Eichmann in Jerusalem depicts how, in an elaborate charade of linguistic smoke and 

mirrors, members of the Third Reich muddied language to mask their actions—in a euphemistic 

maneuver referred to by the Nazis as “language rules.” At the same time, Arendt’s writing also 

applies a magnifying glass to the language used by the international courts in the name of justice. 

She interrogates the definitions and expediency of the legal terms “crimes against humanity” and 

“genocide,” in a way resurrecting the debate between the lawyers Lemkin and Hersch 

Lauterpacht staged decades earlier. In doing so, Eichmann in Jerusalem shows how the stakes of 

meaning—the relation between word and world—had never been higher. Whether in the service 

of justice or mass murder, words had great power: they carried stories that shaped the world 

around them.  

By laying out the biographical and personal details of Eichmann, Arendt presented her 

readership with a dizzying paradox: the very danger of this criminal lay not in his calculating 

monstrosity, but in his nearly absurd clownishness. Chapters, especially those providing 
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Eichmann’s biographical backstory, fill out the portrait of an antihero in a style reminiscent of a 

novel. For instance, he was well versed in Zionist literature such as Theodor Herzl’s Der 

Judenstaat and had been the “déclassé son of a solid middle-class family” (40-41, 31). He 

claimed to harbor no personal vendetta against Jews, especially given that one Jewish woman had 

married into his own family and another, an “old flame” from Linz, had had briefly been his 

mistress (26, 30). A man with only “modest mental gifts,” he had consistently displayed “blind 

obedience” (or, as he himself put it, “the obedience of corpses,” Kadavergehorsam) (135). In 

curating these details, Arendt vivified Eichmann, making him terrifyingly human for his readers:   

Despite all the efforts of the prosecution, everybody could see that this man was not a 
“monster,” but it was difficult indeed not to suspect that he was a clown. And since this 
suspicion would have been fatal to the whole enterprise, and was also rather hard to 
sustain in view of the sufferings he and his like had caused to millions of people, his 
worst clowneries were hardly noticed and almost never reported. (54) 
 

In other words, what was precisely so stunning—and disturbing—about Eichmann was his 

apparent innocuous, in fact, buffoonish, nature. And according to Arendt, it was the insidiousness 

of these qualities, “hardly noticed,” that augmented his danger. By filling out the precise and 

idiosyncratic details of the defendant, Arendt shows how his story refused to adhere to the 

traditional script of a killer. The pointillistic precision with which Arendt’s reporting describes 

the details of Eichmann rendered him a character that could be found in a work by Dostoyevsky. 

Of course, the inverse was bone-chilling: in humanizing her subject, Arendt did precisely the 

opposite of what Eichmann had done for the Jewish people when he dehumanized them into 

statistics to be moved from point A and ultimately killed at point B. 

Arendt reaches for literary allusions to build a case for Eichmann’s being a criminal 

unlike any other. It would have been easier to make sense of Eichmann, Arendt argues, if he had 

been a scheming, Shakespearean villain instead of a buffoon. In the epilogue of the book, she 

reflects, “Eichmann was not Iago and not Macbeth, and nothing would have been farther from his 
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mind than to determine with Richard III ‘to prove a villain.’ Except for an extraordinary diligence 

in looking out for his personal advancement, he had no motives at all” (287). In other words, 

while Macbeth and Iago enlisted words as weapons with which to implement their devious, 

cunning, and bloodthirsty schemes of power, Eichmann simply wanted to do well at his job. As 

Arendt writes, “he certainly never would have murdered his superior in order to inherit his post” 

(287). According to Arendt, in order to make sense of Eichmann—or to prove how you couldn’t 

make sense of him—one needed citations of Bluebeard, Pontius Pilate, Iago, clowns, and Richard 

III. But even if Eichmann weren’t Richard III, he wasn’t necessarily stupid, either: “It was sheer 

thoughtlessness—something by no means identical with stupidity—that predisposed him to 

become one of the greatest criminals of that period” (288).  

As critic Sharon Sliwinski puts it, because of his unwillingness to question the rules and 

regulations surrounding him, “Arendt realized that if one took Eichmann’s defense seriously, one 

could actually participate in genocide without intention” (Human Rights in Camera 27).  Though 

Arendt did not explicitly state it, this finding—that a person could abet genocide inadvertently—

inherently resisted article II of the 1948 UN Genocide Convention, which defined the crime as a 

list of acts committed “with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical [sic] racial, 

or religious group.” This section of the Convention, known as the mens rea (Latin for a “guilty 

mind”), requires that a person premeditate a crime, and it accompanied what was known as the 

actus reus, a guilty act, which includes “killing members of a group, causing serious bodily or 

mental harm to members of the group,” and others acts such as imposing measures to prevent 

births within a group and forcibly transferring children into another group.37 Arendt’s finding 

 

37 Article II of the Genocide Convention defines genocide as follows: “…any of the following acts committed with 
intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group, as such: (a) Killing members of the 
group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; (c) Deliberately inflicting on the group 
conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part; (d) Imposing measures intended 
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suggested that the actus reus could take place without the mens rea; in other words, a guilty act 

did not require a guilty mind. Language could anesthetize a mind from guilty thinking.    

The inability to think, Arendt argued, was linked with an inability to use language in 

original ways. Eichmann’s stockpile of clichés and “officialese” created a fog that shielded him 

from the reality of the crime he abetted:  

But the point there is that officialese became his language because he was genuinely 
incapable of uttering a single sentence that was not a cliché…The longer one listened to 
him, the more obvious it became that his inability to speak was closely connected with an 
inability to think, namely, to think from the standpoint of somebody else. No 
communication was possible with him, not because he lied but because he was 
surrounded by the most reliable of all safeguards against the words and the presence of 
others, and hence against reality as such. (48-49)   
 

For Eichmann and his Nazi peers, language could serve as an anesthetic, an immunization against 

reality, making one numb to the existence of others. And if an inability to speak led to an inability 

to think, an inability to think could make one especially susceptible to participating in genocidal 

crimes. Even before his own hanging, Eichmann clung to hackneyed and hollow phrases: “In the 

face of death, had found the cliché used in funeral oratory” (252).38 Arendt’s observations of 

those final moments gave the book its famous subtitle: “It was as though in those last minutes he 

was summing up the lesson this long course in human wickedness had taught us—the lesson of 

the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil” (252). Eichmann in Jerusalem 

demonstrates that evil wasn’t always spectacular or aberrant: it could be quotidian, boring, and 

bureaucratic. Arendt pinpointed the most disturbing aspect of the trial: “The trouble with 

Eichmann was precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were neither perverted 

 

to prevent births within the group; (e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group” (General Assembly 
of the United Nations). 
38 Arendt referred to his final words as “grotesque silliness”: “After a short while, gentlemen, we shall all meet again. 
Such is the fate of all men. Long live Germany, long live Argentina, long live Austria. I shall not forget them” (252). 
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nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal” (276). The terror of 

Eichmann resided not in his exceptionalism, but in ordinariness.  

Eichmann stood in as a synecdoche for the system around him and its tendency to pervert 

language by draping the names of violent acts with euphemism. Arendt delineated the Nazi 

system of “language rules,” in which code names were applied to “bald words” (85). In this 

alchemy of language, words such as “liquidation” or “killing” became “evacuation” 

(Aussiedlung) and “special treatment” (Sonderbehandlung) (85). Most famously, “extermination” 

was referred to as “the final solution.” Yet none of the language rules, “carefully contrived to 

deceive and to camouflage,” Arendt noted, had “a more decisive effect on the mentality of the 

killers than this first war decree of Hitler,” which replaced the verb “‘murder’ with ‘to grant a 

mercy death’” (108). The name of the “language rule” system (Sprachregelung) was itself a 

language rule that masked a simple word: as Arendt wrote, the phrase “meant what in ordinary 

language would be called a lie” (86). Such linguistic smoke and mirrors supported the efficacy of 

the mass killing: “For whatever other reasons the language rules may have been devised, they 

proved of enormous help in the maintenance of order and sanity in the various widely diversified 

services whose cooperation was essential in this matter” (86). The net effect of language rules 

“was not to keep these people ignorant of what they were doing, but to prevent them from 

equating it with their old, ‘normal’ knowledge of murder and lies” (87).  

These new uses of existing language razed the old-world order, tipping the scales of right 

and wrong. As law and literature critic James Boyd White writes, an alteration in language is “not 

merely a lexical event, and it is not reversible by insistence upon a set of proper definitions. It is a 

change in the world and the self, in manners and conduct and sentiment” (xi). Accordingly, in 

appropriating language to their own genocidal means, Eichmann and his Nazi colleagues changed 

their relationship to the world around them. After all, as critic Philip Gourevitch has pointed out 
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in the context of Rwanda in 1994, genocide is “an exercise in community building” (95). In 

contorting the meaning of language, the Nazis constructed shibboleths—passwords that marked 

their membership in what Benedict Anderson has called an “imagined community”—that was 

built around the common goal of the extermination of another group that poses a perceived threat.    

While Eichmann and his colleagues had exploited words to sanitize mass murder, the courts and 

international law relied on the stability of language for its precision as they sought to bring 

criminals to justice. One might say that in his neologism of “genocide” Lemkin sought what 

Arendt would have called a “bald” word: one that pinpointed a crime under the harsh glare of 

interrogation lights (85). Arendt, however, insists upon questioning the foundations of the trial’s 

legal lexicon. Eichmann in Jerusalem interrogates the meaning of both “genocide” and “crimes 

against humanity”—two of the charges brought against the Nazi bureaucrat. Given what she 

perceives as the unique nature of the Nazis’ crime, Arendt doubts if either label is completely 

appropriate. Though she never mentions Raphael Lemkin or Hersch Lauterpacht by name, it’s as 

if she’s invoking a philological and philosophical debate with the ghost of each one. 

Arendt’s writing effectively raises questions about the language, semantics, and grammar 

of violence: is “genocide” a common or a proper noun?39 Can it only be applied, like a proper 

noun, to a unique historical event, or does it serve as a common noun, naming disparate 

extermination campaigns that punctuate the timeline of history? In other words, does the label 

“genocide,” adopted slightly more than a decade earlier in 1948, fit the specificity and unique 

nature of the Nazi crimes against the Jewish people? Arendt argues that it does not. In the 

concluding notes of Eichmann, she elucidates her reasoning, explaining that if the Third Reich’s 

 

39 This idea of “genocide” being a “proper” or a “common noun,” specifically in the context of Armenia, is raised in 
Kazanjian and Nichanian (127). 
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crimes are “unprecedented,” then “genocide” fails to account for them, precisely because other 

wholesale massacres of populations have occurred in the past:   

Seemingly more complicated, but in reality far simpler than examining the strange 
interdependence of thoughtlessness and evil, is the question of what kind of crime is 
actually involved here—a crime, moreover, which all agree is unprecedented. For the 
concept of genocide, introduced explicitly to cover a crime unknown before, although 
applicable up to a point is not fully adequate, for the simple reason that massacres of 
whole peoples are not unprecedented. (288, emphasis added) 
 

In certain regards, Arendt is wrong. After all, not everyone agreed that the crime was 

unprecedented: Lemkin, who at the time of his death in 1959 had been working on a multi-

volume history of the crime of genocide, which included examples from antiquity, colonization, 

and imperialism, argued that the Nazi crime of “genocide” was not without precedent, it was only 

without a name. His list of historical examples ranges from the Crusades to crimes against Native 

Americans to the Herero people of Namibia (Lemkin on Genocide 18). Other actors, such as the 

Civil Rights Congress, argued that the crime was taking place in the present day committed 

against African American communities in the United States.40  

Yet where Lemkin perceives similarities between a long list of historical events and Nazi 

crimes—what Walter Benjamin, in Theses on the Philosophy of History, had called “a single 

catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage”—Arendt sees difference (257). 

Pointing to examples from antiquity, colonialism, and imperialism, she argues that the name 

“genocide” cannot fit because if it were applied, then it would nullify the unique nature of the 

Third Reich’s crimes (288). In their evil banality, they are sui generis, or one of a kind. Her 

critique exposes the stories embedded within a single word. For Arendt, the word “genocide” 

invoked not a single historical event, but to borrow from Benjamin’s angel of history, “wreckage 

upon wreckage”—and that was precisely the problem. The term labeled a generalized type of 

 

40 See Civil Rights Congress’ We Charge Genocide and chapter 2 of this dissertation.  
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violence that obscured what she perceived as the unique nature of the crimes of Eichmann and his 

fellow Nazis.  

Jettisoning the word “genocide,” Arendt proposes her own label for Hitler’s crime, 

furthering vexing the meaning of language and law, opening up the chasm between words and the 

worlds that they describe. Suggesting that the term “administrative massacres” would “better fit 

the bill,” she explains: “The phrase has the virtue of dispelling the prejudice that such monstrous 

acts can be committed only against a foreign nation or a different race” (288). In doing so, she 

suggests the inadequacy of existing language. She then points to Hitler’s plans for “mercy deaths” 

against even the German people as evidence of this phenomenon, and, in a more prophetic 

warning, notes, “It is quite conceivable that in the automated economy of a not-too-distant future 

men may be attempted to exterminate all those whose intelligence is below a certain level” (288-

289). During the course of her account, Arendt further remakes the meaning of Lemkin’s word.  

The legal label of “crime against humanity” does not escape Arendt’s scrutiny, either. 

Her critique of the term’s appropriateness for the crime at hand exposes the protean instability of 

the word “humanity.” She denounces the fact that in the Nuremberg Charter of the eponymous 

trials, a “crime against humanity” was defined as “‘inhuman acts,’ which were translated into 

German as Verbrechen gegen die Menschlichkeit—as though the Nazis had simply been lacking 

in human kindness, certainly the understatement of the century” (275).  In contrast to her critique 

of the Nuremberg Trials, Arendt applauded the Jerusalem court for its differentiation between 

“inhuman acts” (“undertaken for some known, though criminal purpose, such as expansion 

through colonization”) and the “crime against humanity,” whose “intent and purpose,” she 

claimed, “were unprecedented” (275).41 Still, throughout the pages of Eichmann, Arendt poses a 

 

41 Crimes against humanity, however nebulously defined before the Nuremberg Trials, were not, of course, 
unprecedented; see chapter 2 of this dissertation.   
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question: Could a crime directed specifically against the Jewish people be one that was 

committed against all of humanity—in other words, all humans? To her mind, it could:  

It was when the Nazi regime declared that the German people not only were unwilling to 
have any Jews in Germany but wished to make the entire Jewish people disappear from 
the face of the earth that the new crime, the crime again humanity—in the sense of 
“crime against the human status,” or against the very nature of mankind—appeared. (268) 
 

According to Arendt, it was this campaign to exterminate the entire global Jewish population that 

conjured the existence of the “crime against humanity.” Yet, in the sentence that follows, she 

seems to slip between references to genocide and crimes against humanity; clarifying the 

difference between expulsion (“an offense against fellow-nations”) and genocide, she writes, 

genocide “is an attack upon human diversity as such, that is, upon a characteristic of the ‘human 

status’ without which the words ‘mankind’ or ‘humanity’ would be devoid of meaning” (268-

269). So, according to Arendt’s thinking, crimes against humanity and genocide both seek to 

nullify “the human status” by attacking, destroying, or making disappear an entire group from the 

planet.  

In seeking to clarify the meaning of genocide, Arendt often resorts to process of 

elimination, describing what genocide is not. For instance, in the book’s epilogue, she insists 

upon delineating the difference between genocide and murder. “Nothing is more pernicious to an 

understanding of these new crimes, or stands more in the way of the emergence of an 

international penal code that could take care of them” she writes, than a slippery conflation of the 

two—in other words, genocide is “no new crime properly speaking” (272). The difference 

between genocide and murder rests on the distinction between an individual and the community; 

in genocide, “an altogether different order is broken and an altogether different community is 

violated” (272).   

Arendt also turns her attention to the question of crimes against humanity, criticizing the 

prosecution’s analogy comparing crimes against humanity to piracy. She details the prosecution’s 
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reasoning: “The principle of universal jurisdiction, it was said, was applicable because crimes 

against humanity are similar to the old crime of piracy, and who commits them has become, like 

the pirate in traditional international law, hostis humani generis”—the enemy of mankind (261). 

Yet Eichmann, Arendt points out, had been accused of crimes against the Jewish people, not 

mankind in its entirety. The justification for his capture in Buenos Aires, which the principle of 

universal jurisdiction was meant to excuse, was “certainly not do to his also having committed 

crimes against humanity but exclusively to his role in the Final Solution of the Jewish problem” 

(261).42 With a microscopic lens on language, Arendt attempts to clarify the meaning of words, 

and, in doing so, expose the human manifestations of evil embodied in Eichmann. Eichmann in 

Jerusalem shows that an extraordinary crime committed by an ordinary person eludes 

straightforward representation. With a criminal such as Eichmann, words become slippery. 

Arendt’s report exposes the flipside of naming: how, if language could name an invisible story, 

then it could also mask it.  

In her representation of Eichmann, Arendt zooms out to the world, revealing an 

ecosystem of perpetrators, bystanders, and even victims who buttressed the system of the Third 

Reich.43 Her insistence on a nuanced view in which even victims can indirectly, albeit 

unknowingly, participate in their own demise, illuminates the insidious, all-encompassing nature 

of genocide. After its publication, Arendt’s discussion of the Jewish leaders in the extermination 

of their own people ignited a conflagration of controversy. In what became one of the most 

contentious passages, she faults the court for failing to raise the question about the “cooperation 

between the Nazi rulers and the Jewish authorities” (124):  

 

42 Arendt goes on to critique the legality of his arrest, even if it had been under his being “hostis humanis generis” 
(261-262). 
43 A more recent—and controversial—discussion around the extent of “ordinary” Germans’ complicity with the Third 
Reich would once again emerge in Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and 
the Holocaust (1997). 
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Wherever Jews lived, there were recognized Jewish leaders, and this leadership, almost 
without exception, cooperated in one way or another, for one reason or another, with the 
Nazis. The whole truth was that if the Jewish people had really been unorganized and 
leaderless, there would have been chaos and plenty of misery but the total number of 
victims would hardly have been between four and a half and six million people. (125) 
 

Lines such as these, which implied the Jewish population played an active role in its own demise, 

inflamed the press. One Jewish newspaper called Arendt a “self-hating Jewess,” and the Anti-

Defamation League launched a campaign against the “evil book” (qtd. in Novick 134).44 Yet 

other lines in the book suggest a more subtle view of the situation, and a recognition that the 

genocidal project of the Nazis had extinguished much will to live or fight. In response to the 

questions posed to witnesses by the trial’s prosecutor of “Why did you not protest,” Arendt 

writes, “But the sad truth of the matter is that the point was ill taken, for no non-Jewish group 

would have behaved differently” (11). She then goes on to cite the memoirs of a former inmate of 

Buchenwald, who described the “triumph” of the S.S. as being that the victim was “led to the 

noose without protesting, that he renounce[d] and abandon[ed] himself to the point of ceasing to 

affirm his identity” (12). In light of such a sustained, organized elimination of a people’s identity, 

the prosecutor’s question was, in Arendt’s words, “cruel and silly” (12).      

As the scope of the narrative broadens to focus on German society at large, Arendt’s 

journalistic portraits of bystanders indicate the commonplace nature of evil in Eichmann’s 

everyday life. The moral metaphysics of the world had metamorphosed:  

Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by which most people recognize it—the 
quality of temptation. Many Germans and many Nazis, probably an overwhelming 
majority of them, must have been tempted not to murder, not to rob, not to let their 
neighbors go off to their doom (for that the Jews were transported to their doom they 
knew, of course, even though many of them may not have known the gruesome details), 
and not to become accomplices in all these crimes by benefiting from them. But, God 
knows, they had learned how to resist temptation. (150) 
 

 

44 The French newspaper Nouvel Observateur asked of Arendt, “Est-elle nazie?” (“Is she a nazi?”)(qtd. in Elon xx). 
This controversy and philosophical debate are also dramatized in the biographical drama Hannah Arendt (2012), 
directed by Margarethe von Trotta. 
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By providing vignettes of German citizens, she fills in a landscape which condones evil. In doing 

so, the book advances the thesis such evil could not have existed without the acceptance of much 

of the population.45 In this light, Arendt’s writing implies that Eichmann’s complicity was not an 

anomaly but instead a more extreme version of the behavior of ordinary Germans.  

Nazis had turned the world upside down, and old notions of criminality and culpability 

no longer fit. As Arendt put it, Eichmann’s actions had been “no ordinary” crime, and his nature 

was that of “no ordinary criminal” (246). As she put it, “The trouble with Eichmann was precisely 

that there were so many like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they 

were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal” (276). In fact, a person—in this case, 

Eichmann—could directly participate in a crime without even realizing it. She described the 

inverse relation between proximity to the victim and level of culpability:  

For these crimes were committed en masse, not only in regard to the number of victims, 
but also in regard to the numbers of those who perpetrated the crime, and the extent to 
which any one of the many criminals was close to or remote from the actual killer of the 
victim means nothing, as far as the measure of his responsibility is concerned. On the 
contrary, in general the degree of responsibility increases as we draw farther away from 
the man who uses the fatal instrument with his own hands. (246-247)  
 

Eichmann in Jerusalem argued that proximity to a crime did not necessarily correspond with 

criminal responsibility. The implication was chilling: a pen or a stamp could be as dangerous as a 

bullet or Zyklon B.    

 

45 Lemkin had also made a similar observation about widespread German complicity with the Third Reich in Axis 
Rule—a point with which Otto Tolischus, the reviewer for the New York Times Book Review, took issue: “he goes as 
far as to make the erroneous statements that ‘the vast majority of German people put Hitler into power through free 
elections,’ and that ‘all important classes and groups of the population have voluntarily assisted Hitler in the scheme of 
world domination.’ From this premise Dr. Lemkin draws the conclusion that the entire German people must be held 
responsible for the results…in its sweeping generalization and punitive implications it is only too likely to feed the 
nazism-in-reverse” (Tolischus 1).  
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Faces of Poets, Souls of Murderers 

As represented by Arendt, Eichmann would not be out of place in a Dostoyevsky novel. 

After all, as Amos Elon points out, “When the devil visits Karamazov, he turns out to be a 

shabby, stupid, and vulgar lout” (xiv). Indeed, as the newly coined label of genocide began to 

circulate in the world, it turns out that while the crime may not have been ordinary, the people 

committing it were. In tandem, Eichmann in Jerusalem, Dear Fatherland, and Judgment at 

Nuremberg show that the extraordinary crime of genocide could be quite tidy, clean, and 

respectable—and most of all, committed by ordinary people in institutional settings. By merely 

lifting a pen, pounding a gavel, or averting one’s gaze, a person could catalyze or condone 

wholesale massacres.  

Bourke-White and Kramer magnify the mundane, average details of German citizens, 

drawing upon both word and image, which prove interdependent to represent a population, in the 

words of the photojournalist, “after the whirlwind has been reaped, a bottomless pit of 

malevolence and malignance” (Dear Fatherland 174). When Bourke-White’s photographs stand 

alone, they look ordinary: a smiling hausfrau or an “apple-cheeked” fräulein (4). But her words 

expose that these are portraits of women who support Hitler. The friction between those who 

condoned genocide—often claiming they “knew nothing”—and those who were its victims 

culminates in her photos that document the reactions of German citizens to the concentration 

camps. Her captions triangulate between the reader’s reaction to the carnage, the German 

citizen’s response, and her perspective as a photographer. If photos of the living, stripped of 

verbal context, could lie, then images of the dead could not. And while Bourke-White 

documented the dead, she also captured those with the apple cheeks who claimed they “knew 

nothing” and, in the presence of corpses, continued to avert their eyes.   
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Stanley Kramer’s film, in turn, marries several strands from Arendt and Bourke-White. 

While Arendt magnifies the mundane nature of evil in public setting of the courtroom and the 

Kafkaesque office, Bourke-White’s photojournalism shows its familiarity in domestic, often 

feminine spaces: kitchens, living rooms, and hosiery shops. By zigzagging between the 

courtroom and the parlor, Kramer’s film indicates that evil can be both public and private, all 

encompassing. And, like Bourke-White, he shines light on similarities between Germany and the 

United States, especially through the German defense lawyer’s citation of the Buck v. Bell 

eugenics ruling. Like the 1935 Sinclair Lewis novel, the film insinuates that the idea “It Can’t 

Happen Here” is a fragile myth. Evil is ordinary, and it pays no heed to borders, whether between 

private and public or Germany and the United States. Echoing Arendt’s writings on the inverse 

relationship between proximity to victims and culpability, Kramer’s character Colonel Widmark 

remarks of the defendants, “They never had to beat victims or pull the lever that released gas into 

the chambers, but…fashioned and executed laws and rendered judgments which sent millions of 

victims to their destinations” (01:44:16-51). In the geography of genocide, the distance between 

the courtroom and the concentration camp was a short one.  

In tandem, Bourke-White’s photojournalism and Kramer’s film dovetail with the theme 

of Hannah Arendt’s writings, which show how language can either expose or mask extraordinary 

crimes committed by ordinary people. The road to hell was could be paved with words; genocidal 

projects were linguistically masked as mundane tasks. By trying to pinpoint and analyze the exact 

meanings of “crimes against humanity” and “genocide,” she begins to remake their referent. Even 

if she questions the appropriateness of the term “genocide,” going so far as to propose her own 

phrase, “administrative massacres,” Arendt shares with Lemkin and Lauterpacht the goal of 

exposing crimes—in direct contrast to the Nazis, who exploited words and “language rules” to 

obscure them.  



 

 160 

For several intellectuals, journalists, and activists during this period, especially those in 

the African diaspora, such revelations of parallels with Western democracies and Nazism came as 

no surprise. African American journalist Roi Ottley, who worked as a war correspondent for PM, 

a labor newspaper, and its sister publication Liberty Magazine, documented the ways in which 

white soldiers’ racism towards their African American peers belied the benefits of democracy 

espoused by the U.S. military.46 In 1945, having traveled to France, England, Italy, and North 

Africa, he wrote, “the crucial issue in the mind of Southern GIs abroad is, ‘How are Negroes 

going to be remolded into the Jim Crow pattern?” (172) Other writers traced genealogies of such 

violence back to colonialism, slavery, and imperialism. As Frantz Fanon wrote of the Third Reich 

in The Wretched of the Earth (1961): “Not so long ago, Nazism transformed the whole of Europe 

into a genuine colony” (57). Aimé Césaire, another Martinican intellectual, had observed that 

under the Third Reich, much of the European continent had become a victim of a systematic 

violence similar to the one it had implemented in places such as Africa and Asia: “they tolerated 

that Nazism before it was inflicted on them…because, until them, it had been applied only to non-

European peoples” (qtd. in Rodríguez 20). Indeed, the institutionalized violence of Nazism had 

not emerged out of thin air.  

Arendt’s own historical account of the political movement, The Origins of 

Totalitarianism, charts the correlation between racism and bureaucracy as lethal tool of 

imperialism, drawing on examples including the massacres in German South West Africa, the 

 

46 For example, in “Dixie Invades Britain,” an article written for Negro Digest in November 1944, Ottley described the 
racist behavior directed towards black American troops by their white peers: “The noose of prejudice is slowly 
tightening around the necks of American Negro soldiers…relations between Negro and white troops have reached 
grave proportions…Much of it lies deep in the American way of life. For in essence, there are those here who are still 
fighting the Civil War—this time on British soil” (158). Ottley, however, also recognized the antiblack violence of 
European colonialism; as Huddle writes, “Roi Ottley enjoyed the freedom of movement and general lack of 
discrimination that he experienced in Europe, but he also recognized that for all of the political correctness of his hosts 
and their criticisms of American racism, they had their own colonial systems of racial and ethnic domination” (28). 
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Belgian Congo, South Africa, and India. She writes of this symbiosis: “Race, in other words, was 

an escape into an irresponsibility where nothing human could any longer exist, and bureaucracy 

was the result of a responsibility that no man can bear for his fellowman and no people for 

another people” (207). In 1970, turning his attention to the present day, actor and activist Ossie 

Davis also framed Nazism as part of a broader, global pattern of violence. Reflecting on the 

institutionalized violence against African Americans in the preface to the second edition of We 

Charge Genocide, he wrote, “we do not need to wait until the Dachaus and Belsens and the 

Buchenwalds are built to know that we are dying. We live with death and it is ours; death not so 

obvious as Hitler’s ovens—no yet. But who can tell?” (xv). Genocide, these intellectuals 

suggested, was not always “obvious” and did not always look like Hitler’s project of 

extermination on the surface; “the final solution” could hide in plain sight. As Bourke-White’s 

Sergeant Asch puts it in Dear Fatherland, the face of a poet could have a soul of a murderer.  

There was one cultural text, however, that proved an exception to the absence of 

Holocaust-related material in the period between the 1946 publication of Dear Fatherland and 

1961. It was a 1959 Hollywood film, adapted from a 1955 Broadway play, which itself was based 

on the diary of a young Jewish girl who, after hiding in an Amsterdam annex for years, died in 

Bergen-Belsen. A reference to the text appears near the concluding pages of Eichmann in 

Jerusalem. Arendt refers in passing to the ability of young Germans publicly perform, but not 

necessarily feel, guilt:  

Those young German men and women who every once in a while—on the occasion of all 
the Diary of Anne Frank hubbub and of the Eichmann trial—treat us to hysterical 
outbreaks of guilt feelings are not staggering under the burden of the past, their fathers’ 
guilt; rather, they are trying to escape from the pressure of the very present and actual 
problems into a cheap sentimentality. (251) 
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While Arendt does not delve into further analysis of The Diary of a Young Girl, her words 

indirectly link the text to a “cheap sentimentality.”47 Indeed, as we will see in the next chapter, 

the 1959 Hollywood film version of Frank’s diary relies on a sentimental, almost dreamy 

approach to storytelling. Yet its director, George Stevens, was no stranger to the horror of the 

camps. In fact, it was his own documentary footage, excerpted from the film Nazi Concentration 

and Prison Camps, that was shown as evidence at the first Nuremberg Trial and also included in 

Kramer’s Judgment at Nuremberg (McNamee and Andrews 91). As a major in the U.S. Army’s 

Signal Corps, Stevens had personally documented the aftermath of Dachau, which he had likened 

to “wandering around in one of Dante’s infernal visions” (qtd. in M. Harris 444). Yet it was his 

film about Anne Frank, stripped bare of any explicit references to concentration camps, that 

would set a precedent for how Hollywood would depict historical genocide in the decades to 

come. 

 
 

 

47 Moeller provides some historical context to the popularity of Frank’s story in postwar Germany: “A paperback 
translation of Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl sold well in West Germany, and the play based on the book toured 
West Germany in 1956, drawing big audiences and receiving positive reviews. Young people formed ‘Anne Frank 
Clubs’ and thousands made pilgrimages to Bergen-Belsen, the presumed site of Anne Frank’s death, and in many 
German cities, schools were named for her” (504). 
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Chapter 4: Into the Abyss: Harmonizing Narratives, Mise en 
Abyme, and the Impossibility of Representation 

It would seem counterintuitive to conclude a film about the Holocaust on an uplifting note. 

Yet, more often than not, films about genocide, especially those made in Hollywood, rely 

precisely on what critic Dominick LaCapra calls a “harmonizing narrative,” a story that provides 

the reader or viewer with “an unwarranted sense of spiritual uplift” (14). LaCapra points to 

Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List as an example, citing its stubborn insistence on a Manichean 

goodness in the midst of atrocity (14). This phenomenon is articulated through the character of 

Itzhak Stern (Ben Kingsley), who proclaims to Oskar Schindler (Liam Neeson) of the eponymous 

document, “The list is absolute good” (02:25:15). In the face of genocide, optimism proves 

stubborn—at least according to Hollywood. 

One of the most famous cases of such a harmonizing narrative is the story of Anne Frank—

specifically, its Americanized version. The record of a young girl who went into hiding in the 

Netherlands but was ultimately captured and exterminated in the Nazi camps, the diary 

shapeshifted in the postwar years. Throughout the 1950s, U.S. adaptations of the diary flattened 

and infantilized its teenage author, who had died, probably of typhus, in Bergen-Belsen 

concentration camp in 1945. In 1955, the diary appeared as a Broadway play. Four years later, in 

1959, American filmmaker George Stevens, who, as a U.S. Signal Corps member had 

documented the liberated Nazi concentration camps, directed the Hollywood film adaptation.48 A 

list of cultural taboos governed both of these U.S. productions. American publishers and 

producers of the play and film suppressed direct references to Judaism (such as Yom Kippur), 

antisemitism (the Nazis capturing the Jewish community in Amsterdam), and adolescent 

 

48 For more on the role of Stevens (and several other major directors, including John Ford, William Wyler, Frank 
Capra, and John Huston) and the relationship between Hollywood and the U.S. government in producing war 
propaganda, see M. Harris, Five Came Back. 
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complexities (including menstruation, sexual desire, and descriptions of female anatomy) 

(Ozick).49  Such bowdlerization distracted from inconvenient truths such as the fact that, due to 

bureaucratic “red tape” and “national security concerns,” the Frank family had been unable to 

enter the U.S. as refugees under President Roosevelt in 1941—or that Anne was among the nearly 

six million Jews who perished in the Nazi concentration camps (Erbelding and Broek 4).50  

But the edits weren’t just a matter of censoring material to avoid cultural taboos; the writers 

and directors insisted on ending the film on an uplifting note, concluding with Frank’s reflection 

that “people were really good at heart”—much as Itzhak Stern’s character would insist, years 

later, in Schindler’s List, that the list of names was “absolute good.” Consequently, these 

American adaptations rendered Frank a one-dimensional, cardboard cut-out onto which audiences 

could project their own ideas of girlhood innocence. Hollywood’s strategy of harmonizing a 

narrative such as Frank’s story left an indelible imprint on subsequent films about historic 

genocides, including The Killing Fields (1984), Schindler’s List (1993), and Hotel Rwanda 

(2004).    

Drawing from cultural studies and trauma theory, I examine the narrative alchemy through 

which a historical trauma ending in a Dutch teenager’s death was spun into a U.S. morality play. 

Tracing the metamorphosis of Frank’s own diary from play to film adaptation, this chapter builds 

on existing scholarship to focus on how, in the wake of the Holocaust, Hollywood began to 

construct popular understandings of complex genocidal crimes—all in the name of celebrating a 

globalized humanity.51 I then take a longer view of these adaptations by situating U.S. 

 

49 In 1991, eleven years after Otto Frank’s death, the “restored” diary was published, including references he had 
expunged, including descriptions of masturbation, Yom Kippur, Anne’s anger toward her mother (“the most rotten 
person in the world”), etc. (Ozick) See also Rosenfeld 105-106.  
50 For more on the circumstances surrounding Otto Frank’s foiled attempts to take refuge in the United States, 
including barriers such as quotas on refugees and U.S. government concerns about spy networks, see Erbelding and 
Broek. 
51 See Rosenfeld chapters 4 and 5. 
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interpretations of Frank’s diary within a lineage of other Hollywood versions of historical 

genocide before considering cinematic alternatives—from Canada, Rwanda, and Spain—that 

challenge these harmonizing narratives. I argue that in making Anne Frank’s story morally 

simplifying and ultimately uplifting for U.S. audiences—in other words, shaping it into a 

“harmonizing narrative”—these Broadway and Hollywood adaptations enacted their own type of 

denial, which set a model for future mainstream cinematic representations. This narrative model, 

in turn, would be challenged by a series of films that enlist the mise en abyme structure, 

suggesting the full representation of genocide is ultimately impossible. By making false promises 

of harmony, Hollywood’s interpretation of Frank’s story has in turn limited our understanding of 

subsequent genocides. On the other hand, alternative modes of cinematic storytelling—most 

notably, ones that fracture a coherent narrative—compel the audience to grapple with questions of 

spectatorship, agency, and above all, the problems of representation.   

Entertainment and Evidence 

In the postwar years, Hollywood studios began to shape representations of World War II and 

the concentration camps for U.S. audiences.52 The oeuvre of award-winning American director 

George Stevens embodies this strange proximity of entertainment and evidence. As a U.S. 

lieutenant colonel in World War II, Stevens had headed a film unit under General Eisenhower, 

documenting both the Normandy landings of D-Day and the liberation of Dachau concentration 

camp. The footage gathered led to two documentary films, which were entitled The Nazi Plan 

(1945) and The Nazi Concentration and Prison Camps (1945). In the 1945 Nuremberg Trials, 

during which a tribunal tried 24 of the political leaders of the Third Reich, prosecutors screened 

the films “on the grounds that it was necessary in order to offer proof of the unprecedented horror 

 

52 A limited number of films suggest that this trend was in the making even in the prewar years, as evident in Ravished 
Armenia, or The Auction of Souls, discussed in chapter 1. 
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of the crimes” (Crowder-Taraborrelli and Wilson 8). After French, British, and American 

newspaper reports of German atrocities during World War I had proved to be “the prevarications 

of propagandists,” jurists such as American Robert H. Jackson, chief counsel for the Allied 

prosecution, felt compelled, as he put it a letter to President Truman in June 1945, to “establish 

incredible events by incredible evidence” (qtd. in Douglas 451-452).53 Nuremberg hence marked 

the first time that documentary film had been used in court as evidence of mass atrocities 

(Douglas 450-451).54  

After the war, Stevens, a longtime Hollywood director known for his pre-war musicals and 

comedies such as Swing Time (1936) and Woman of the Year (1942), returned to the movie sets of 

Los Angeles. He would go on to direct what was known as his “American Trilogy”: the 

melodrama A Place in the Sun (1951) and the iconic Westerns Shane (1953) and Giant (1956). In 

1959, he returned to the topic of the Holocaust with the film version of The Diary of Anne Frank, 

in which he originally sought to cast Audrey Hepburn in the title role (Moss 247). After screening 

an early version of the film in San Francisco, Stevens eliminated the final scene, which featured a 

shot of Anne in a concentration camp, “swaying in a numb miasmic fog”; the director felt it was 

“too tough in audience impact and against 20th-[Century] Fox’s desire to have the film considered 

‘hopeful’ despite all’” (qtd. in Cole, Selling the Holocaust 34). Instead, the final cut of the film 

concludes with Anne’s father, Otto Frank (Joseph Schildkraut), studying a tattered page that 

included what would become the most famous line of his daughter’s diary: “In spite of 

 

53 In his opening statement, Jackson discussed the role that the documentary would play: “We will show you the 
concentration camp in motion pictures, just as the Allied armies found them when they arrived…Our proof will be 
disgusting and you will say I have robbed you of your sleep…I am one who received during this war the most atrocity 
tales with suspicion and skepticism. But the proof here will be so overwhelming that I venture to predict that not one 
word I have spoken will be denied” (qtd. in Douglas 450). 
54 Douglas writes: “This use of film in a juridical setting was unprecedented. Crime scene photography was well 
established in Anglo-American courts; and while the turn to filmic proof was perhaps a logical extension of available 
technology, it nevertheless marked a wholly new method of documenting criminality. Though motion pictures had been 
submitted as trial evidence as early as 1915, prior to Nuremberg, one can find no records of any court using graphic 
film of atrocities as proof of criminal wrongdoing” (450–51). 
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everything, I still believe that people are really good at heart” (2:53:38-45). His following line, 

“She puts me to shame,” implies that to react with anything other than the optimism found in that 

line in the diary is, to use Otto’s word, shameful (2:53:45-48).   

This uplifting ending complemented Stevens’ stubborn insistence on Frank’s symbolism of 

universal goodness and hope. In an on-set interview in 1959, he informed a reporter, “Our 

emphasis is on the wonderful little girl who was Anne… She had an inner light, a warmth that not 

even the terrible experience of confinement could douse” (qtd. in Cronin 16). The same journalist 

wryly remarked of the Broadway and cinematic adaptation: “It should have been a grim play, but 

it was not. And the movie will not dwell on the depressing aspects of the story either” (qtd. in 

Cronin 16). As Holocaust scholar Alvin Rosenfeld writes of the diary’s adaptation, “by 

emphasizing the tender and more ennobling aspects of youthful sentiment in the book and 

deemphasizing its darker dimensions, it became possible to project an image of Anne Frank that 

softened somewhat the revulsion and horror that otherwise might have directed readers’ responses 

to the diary” (103-104). In the world of these U.S. screenwriters and directors, optimism trounced 

pessimism. As evidenced by the critical acclaim, many Americans welcomed this sanitized 

version of history: both productions received accolades, including the play’s 1956 Pulitzer Prize 

and the film’s multiple Academy Award nominations in 1960.55 

Stevens, however, was not the first Hollywood director to portray the Holocaust through 

feature film. Fred Zinneman’s The Search (1948), which tells the story of Karel, a young Czech 

boy (Ivan Jandl), displaced from a concentration camp, earned critics’ praise and embodied the 

postwar zeitgeist with its BAFTA award for “best embodying the principles of the United Nations 

 

55 The film’s Academy Awards included Best Actress in a Supporting Role (Shelley Winters) and Best 
Cinematography, Black-and-White (William C. Mellor). It was also nominated for Best Picture (George Stevens) and 
Best Actor in a Supporting Role (Ed Wynn). See also Doneson, “The American History of Anne Frank’s Diary” 154.  
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Charter.”56 As historian Lawrence Baron writes, the plot of the film, shot on location in the 

remnants of bombed German cities, is “an exercise in unabashed sentimentality” that results in a 

“contrived happy ending”: a reunion between Karel and his mother Hanna (Jarmila Novotná) 

(30). In 1953, Kirk Douglas starred as Hans Muller, a concentration camp survivor who arrives in 

Israel, in Edward Dmytryk’s melodrama The Juggler, a film adapted from Michael Blankfort’s 

novel. Three years later, Max Nosseck’s Singing in the Dark, the story of a cantor’s son and 

Holocaust survivor (Moyshe Oysher) suffering from amnesia who emigrates to the United States, 

appeared.57 Still, viewers were shielded from many of the harsher realities of the Holocaust. For 

example, in 1959, when Judgment at Nuremberg first screened as a teleplay on Playhouse 90 

(prior to Stanley Kramer’s Hollywood film version in 1961), all references to the gas chambers 

were cut due to objections from the American Gas Association, one of the show’s sponsors 

(Insdorf 3). Indeed, compared to the films that preceded it—which focused on postwar issues 

such as displaced persons, courtroom prosecution of war criminals, and the psychological 

aftermath of the surviving the concentration camps—Stevens’ cinematic adaptation of Frank’s 

diary shifted the focus of cinematic storytelling by “plac[ing] the dangers of Jewish existence in 

wartime Europe at the center of its narrative” (Baron 39). But in spite of his personal witnessing 

the aftermath of the concentration camps, the American director chose to tell the story of the 

young Frank, even in its dangerous moments of Nazis pounding at the annex doors, through a 

rose-colored lens.   

 

56 Bosley Crowther’s review in the New York Times assured future spectators that emotional uplift of the film would 
outweigh its depressing subject matter: “Regarding that other anxiety as to possible distress in this film, let us add this 
further assurance the compensations far outweigh the pain. Among these compensations are the insight this picture 
gives into the nature of decent people who have compassion and time for sufferers” (“Straight to the Heart” 1). 
57 See Shandler, Jews, God, and the Videotape 42-43. 
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Americanizing Anne Frank 

As early as the book’s U.S. publication in 1952, American readers and critics had already 

begun to metonymize Frank as a symbol of both hope and of suffering. In the published diary’s 

introduction, Eleanor Roosevelt framed the story as one to which any American reader could 

relate: “These are the thoughts and expression of a young girl living under extraordinary 

conditions, and for this reason her diary tells us much about ourselves and our own children. And 

for this reason, too, I felt how close we all are to Anne’s experience” (8). Here, Roosevelt enlisted 

the plural pronoun “we,” insisting on the universality of the teen diarist’s experience.  

Certain Jewish critics, however, focused on the particularity of Frank’s religious identity. In 

June of that same year, The New York Times Book Review published a piece by novelist Meyer 

Levin, who suggested that her story could stand in for all of the Jewish lives that had perished in 

the Holocaust: “Because the diary was not written in retrospect, it contains the trembling life of 

every moment—Anne Frank’s voice becomes the voice of six million vanished Jewish souls” 

(1).58 But soon after, it was precisely Frank’s Jewish identity that the team of U.S. playwrights 

sought to minimize, describing the Hanukkah ceremony as “eight days of presents” and replacing 

the religious hymn “Rock of Ages,” with a “spirited and gay” jingle (Ozick). Garson Kanin, the 

director of the Broadway version of the diary, claimed that any use of Hebrew would “simply 

alienate the audience” (qtd. in Ozick).     

As anthropologist Liisa Malkki writes, in the transnational sphere, the figure of the child 

often performs “ritual and affective work” that may invoke a “human community” and the 

“embodiment…of a basic human goodness” (59-60).59 The case of Anne Frank was no exception. 

 

58  For more on Levin’s relationship to the adaptations of the diary and his complicated—even litigious—relationship 
with Otto Frank, see Ozick; Rosenfeld 133-134; Novick chap. 6. 
59 Malkki suggests that children consistently occupy five registers in the humanitarian imagination: “(1) as 
embodiments of basic human goodness (and symbols of world harmony); (2) as sufferers; (3) as seers of truth; (4) as 
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The edits made by American producers kept Frank safely in the cocoon of childhood, away from 

the murky psychological waters of adolescence or rage at the world around, which might muddle 

her personification of goodness. Writer Cynthia Ozick counts the ways in which American 

producers altered the diary’s content in the decades since its publication: “the story of Anne 

Frank…has been bowdlerized, distorted, transmuted, traduced, reduced; it has been infantilized, 

Americanized, homogenized, sentimentalized; falsified, kitschified, and, in fact, blatantly and 

arrogantly denied.”  

Many Jewish intellectuals in the late 1950s and early 1960s shared these concerns, balking at 

what they perceived as the whitewashing of history for the edification of the American audiences 

(Rosenfeld 131). For instance, in an essay published in the Chicago-based Critic in 1960, Martin 

Dworkin expressed concern that because of playwrights’ drawing the emphasis away from 

Frank’s Jewish identity and onto her budding romance with Peter van Pels, another teenager with 

whom she hides in the secret annex, the quintessence of the story would be lost on the American 

audience: “To these people, this Anne Frank may not represent the millions of Jews who were 

obliterated, as much as the popular image of youth’s indictment of the adult world that 

perpetually interferes with the romantic fulfillment of adolescent dreams” (76). Dworkin went on 

to criticize how the book’s “central poignance has been subtly diluted in order to give a familiar 

soft-drink flavor,” stating his concern that the majority of U.S. theatergoers or filmgoers “know 

little of the facts of the extermination of six million Jews by Nazis and will not be led to [such] 

knowledge in the theaters” (16, 77). In Harper’s Magazine that same year, Austrian-Jewish 

psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheim (himself a former prisoner of Buchenwald and Dachau 

concentration camps) resisted the logic of the American adaptations’ implicit message, writing 

 

ambassadors of peace; and (5) embodiments of the future” (59-60). For a discussion of portrayals of the Holocaust in 
children’s literature, see R. Franklin. 
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that Frank’s story “found wide acclaim because…it denies implicitly that Auschwitz ever existed. 

If all men are good, there was never an Auschwitz” (46). Indeed, in the immediate postwar years, 

most U.S. citizens, even those who were Jewish, were reluctant to publicly grapple with the facts 

of what would become known as the Holocaust until the 1970s (Power, Problem 72-73).60  

The film’s final words about the goodness of people’s hearts—one of Frank’s most enshrined 

quotations—epitomize what seems an unshakable faith in humanity. Yet Frank was more 

complicated—indeed, more human—than that single line suggests. As Power observes, these 

U.S. productions banished lines of Frank’s that expressed profound doubt about the future 

(Problem 73). In a line penned on April 11, 1944, Frank articulated despair, writing, “We are 

Jews in chains” (262). The following month, on May 3, she described humanity’s Hobbesian side, 

writing, “There’s a destructive urge in people, the urge to rage, murder, and kill” (281). That 

summer, on July 15, 1944, Frank wrote, “I simply can’t build up my hopes on a foundation 

consisting of confusion, misery, and death” (333). Lines such as these, threads in the diary’s 

tapestry, remind us of the story’s darker elements. As Ozick writes of the document, “Its 

reputation for uplift is, to say it plainly, nonsensical.” We would do well to recall that in spite of 

U.S. producers’ attempts to universalize Frank’s story through such an uplifting, optimistic 

understanding of her life (and death), this approach was far from universal.  

Zooming out from the United States, it becomes clear that national context shaped local 

understanding—of the diary, the play, and the film. In fact, Frank’s story serves as a type of 

Rorschach test: responses to it tell us at least as much about the sociohistorical circumstances of 

the audience as about the life of Frank herself. For instance, in mid-century South Africa, 

 

60 Power describes the climate of reticence in “the immediate postwar period…[in which] the singular genocide so well 
known today was barely discussed. American Jews who would later become a potent force in promoting Holocaust 
commemoration and education were reticent, eager to assimilate, leery of fueling further anti-Semitism, and determined 
not to be depicted as victims. Other Americans were uncomfortable with the topic of extermination” (Problem 72).    
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productions of the play staged in English and Afrikaans diverged from the American script in 

order to accentuate Frank’s Jewish identity, thus “emphasizing the story’s particularity and 

deflecting local connotations” of the apartheid racialized state for white audiences (Gilbert 368). 

More recently, Caribbean writers such as Michelle Cliff have written “under the sign of Anne 

Frank” through novels such as Abeng (1984), in which a Jamaican girl, fascinated with the Dutch 

diarist, embarks upon a “quest to come to terms with the Holocaust,” all the while grappling with 

the particular legacy of colonialism and racism in her own country (Casteel 798). In an entry in 

Zlata’s Diary (1993) dated March 30, 1992, the eponymous writer, a young girl living in wartime 

Sarajevo, indirectly aligns her own story with Frank’s, confiding, “Hey, Diary! You know what I 

think? Since Anne Frank called her diary Kitty, maybe I could give you a name, too,” before 

choosing the name of Mimmy (Filopovic 27).61 Thus, in spite of U.S. producers’ attempts to 

universalize Frank’s diary, uses of her story—whether as pedagogical tools, literary adaptations, 

or generic inspiration—were (and still are) far from homogenous.62 Still, the quintessence of 

uplift often remains a through line. And Frank’s legacy in Hollywood extends well beyond 

Stevens’ 1959 film.   

Rose-Colored Hollywood 

The paradigm of harmonizing narratives surrounding U.S. adaptations of Frank’s story has 

since left its trace on several more recent Hollywood-produced films about genocide.63 Examples 

 

61 Indeed, as Wilson points out in her study of the global reception of Anne Frank’s story, localized cultural context 
often determines the nature of its reception: “If we look at the Diary’s circulation, what we actually see are (at least) 
three separate modes of transnational reception: first, as translation affecting the way non-Western communities 
represent their experiences of genocide; second, as a text read by protagonists of novels; and third, as an authorizing 
force resulting in the rise of multiple foreign ‘Anne Franks’” (32).  
62 See also Sackett on reception of the text in 1960s Germany, Zayzafoon on the connection between Anne Frank’s 
legacy and the Algerian Civil War, and Coutts on the literary use of the diary in Akazome Akiko’s 2010 novel Otome 
no Mikkoku (The Maiden’s Betrayal), which also grapples with questions of war and memory in Japan. 
63 Spielberg’s film is also an adaptation from a book; it is based on the 1982 book Schindler’s Ark (released in the 
United States as Schindler’s List) by Australian writer Thomas Keneally. 
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abound, including such acclaimed films as Terry George’s Hotel Rwanda and Roland Joffé’s The 

Killing Fields. Hotel Rwanda features a linear, teleological plot with very little historical context 

for its intended audience before insisting on an uplifting ending, much like its cinematic kin, 

Schindler’s List.64 As one critic explains, Hotel Rwanda’s absence of historical background for 

the Rwandan genocide “makes the violence meaningless and reproduces the ‘Dark Continent’ 

narrative trope of Africa, where violence is portrayed as a way of life” (Dokotum 130). In fact, 

much of the film’s paratextual publicity grafted the story of Oskar Schindler, the German Nazi 

(with a heart of gold), onto the story of how Kigali’s Belgian-owned Hôtel Mille Collines became 

a haven for Tutsis and moderate Hutus in the midst of the 1994 genocide. Publicity for the film 

crowned its hero, Hutu hotel manager Paul Rusesabagina (Don Cheadle), as “Rwanda’s 

Schindler”—in spite of his controversial legacy in Rwanda and the contestation of his heroism by 

Mille Collines survivors.65 The film leans on a plot that concludes with an uplifting scene of an 

improbable family reunion and survival in a refugee camp. 

Thematically, Hotel Rwanda’s ending of reunion, survival, and the triumph of “good over 

evil” synchronizes with the final scene of The Killing Fields, a film made twenty years prior, 

which focuses on the Cambodian genocide. Here, American photojournalist Sydney Schanberg 

(Sam Waterston) reunites in a Thai refugee camp with the man he calls his “best friend” Dith 

Pran (Haing S. Ngor), who has lived through the Khmer Rouge genocide. Schanberg apologizes 

for leaving his friend behind during the 1975 American evacuation from Phnom Penh, having 

 

64 In contrast to Hotel Rwanda, Haitian director Raoul Peck’s 2005 Sometimes in April, a feature film also about the 
Rwandan genocide, provides at least some overview of the colonial history in the century preceding the genocide, 
alluding to the Hamitic hypothesis, or a racialized myth that privileged the Tutsi because of their perceived genetic 
proximity to Europeans, and its poisonous legacy.  
65 For more on Rusesabagina’s contested legacy in Rwanda, see Dokotum. As Zylberman and Sánchez-Biosca note, by 
describing Hotel Rwanda as “the black version” of Schindler’s List, such reflexive comparisons between Schindler and 
Rusesabagina “thus marginalize any possible discussion regarding the historical figure of the main character” (6). For 
more on the parallels between Schindler’s List and Hotel Rwanda, see Hron 140.  
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fled what he earlier called “the sad little country” (0:08:07-11). Pran in turn absolves any sense of 

guilt (“Nothing to forgive, Sydney”) before the two men embrace (02:15:41-44). Because the two 

characters metonymically represent their respective countries, the film’s ending wriggles out of 

any serious self-examination of what Power calls “American reticence in face of the Cambodian 

horrors” that took place between 1975 and 1979 (Problem 91).66  

In spite of harmonizing narratives, some of these Hollywood films include fleeting moments 

that self-reflexively question the role of the camera and storytelling in the midst of atrocity. 

Occasionally, these scenes include snippets of what is known as mise en abyme. In this narrative 

technique—literally “placed in the abyss” —stories are embedded within stories (“mise en 

abyme, n.”).67 For instance, in one scene of Hotel Rwanda, Rusesabagina watches documentary 

footage of genocidal carnage, taken by Jack Daglish (Joaquin Phoenix), an American 

photojournalist, from the relative safety of the hotel. The hotel manager expresses his hope that 

visual evidence of collective violence in the streets of Kigali will incite Westerners to action: 

“How can they not intervene when they witness such atrocities?” he asks (0:43:50-53). 

Puncturing Rusesabagina’s optimism, the journalist responds, “I think that if people see this 

footage they’ll say, ‘Oh my God that’s horrible,’ and then go on eating their dinners” (0:43:54-

0:44:04).68 The film makes a subtle suggestion here: will the audience of Hotel Rwanda respond 

in kind to this story of the Rwandan genocide? This scene opens up critical space that interrogates 

 

66 For more on the context of the “U.S. policy of silence” in Cambodia (128), even in the face of analogies to the 
Holocaust, see Power, Problem, chap. 6. 
67 A classic example of this Russian-doll-like structure, as famously observed by André Gide, is The Murder of 
Gonzago, the play-within-a-play in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. In 1989, Lucien Dällenbach revisited—and revised—Gide’s 
concept in The Mirror and the Text. Unlike Gide, who never actually spelled out the meaning of mise en abyme, 
preferring to only offer examples of it, Dällenbach helpfully provided his readers with a working definition: “a ‘mise en 
abyme’ is any aspect enclosed within a work that shows a similarly within the work that contains it.” (8).  
68 The Killing Fields also includes a subplot in which U.S. photojournalist Al Rockoff (John Malkovich) tries to forge a 
British passport for Pran’s escape by taking his photo, a series of scenes which also demonstrate the power (or, 
conversely, the powerlessness) of the camera in the face of mass atrocity. See scenes 22-24. For more on the Western 
coverage (or lack thereof) of the Rwandan genocide, see Schimmel. 
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the nature of documentation, evidence, spectatorship, and atrocity. Although only for a brief 

moment, the mise en abyme fractures the arc of the harmonizing narrative.   

Yet, for its fleeting moments of meta-narration—its half-hearted interrogation of American 

spectators’ apathy when it comes to international atrocity—the film leans on a teleological plot 

with a conclusion that is regretful yet ultimately uplifting. On a similar note, in the final scene of 

The Killing Fields, John Lennon’s sad yet hopeful song “Imagine” plays in the background 

(02:14:31-02:17:02). An intertitle informs the viewer that “Dith Pran returned, with Sydney 

Schanberg, to America to be reunited with his family” (02:16:24). The narrative closes with a 

note of harmony, a sense of hope: the Western journalist returns home weary, but also wiser.69 In 

both films, the loose ends are tied up.   

As several critics have noted, these predominant narrative tropes and patterns in Hollywood 

films about Rwanda, Cambodia, and the Holocaust constitute their own genre: what might be 

called genocide cinema. In their introduction to the critical anthology Film and Genocide, Kristi 

M. Wilson and Tomás F. Crowder-Taraborrelli observe that most genocide films “seem to 

straddle a very fine line between depicting the lack of power to stop these kinds of events and 

small glimmers of hope (in most cases characterized by the heroic behavior of a small number of 

individuals)(5).” These films adapt, blending into different subgenres, and as Lior Zylberman and 

Vicente Sánchez-Biosca write, “melodrama, the different subgenres of drama, thrillers, art films, 

TV series, or even Hollywood blockbusters managed to crystallize an iconography and 

spectacular narrative form” (12). More recent examples include The Promise (2016), a romance 

 

69 In Michael Ondaatje’s novel Anil’s Ghost, Gamini, a citizen of Sri Lanka, reflects on this dynamic of the Western 
hero in U.S. cinema: “American movies, English books—remember how they all end? Gamini asked that night. ‘The 
American or the Englishman gets on a plane and leaves. That’s it. The camera leaves with him. He looks out the 
window at Mombasa or Vietnam or Jakarta, someplace now he can look at through the clouds. The tired hero. A couple 
of words to the girl beside him. He’s going home. So the war, to all purposes, is over. That’s enough reality for the 
West. It’s probably the history of the last two hundred years of Western political writing. Go home. Write a book. Hit 
the circuit” (286).  
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set against the backdrop of the Armenian genocide (also directed by Terry George of Hotel 

Rwanda), and Angelina Jolie’s First They Killed My Father (2017), a drama based on Loung 

Ung’s memoir of the genocide in Cambodia.70 Such optimism invests stock in the promise of 

“never again,” a mantra to ward off future acts of collective violence, which, in the world beyond 

Hollywood, rings hollow time after time. These patterns, so finely etched in the genre of genocide 

cinema, make the mise en abyme structure of a film such as Ararat (2002), which focuses on the 

Armenian genocide, all the more jarring. By refusing to harmonize the narrative of a historical 

genocide, it offers an alternative mode of storytelling. 

Embracing Dissonance: Ararat 

Directed by Atom Egoyan, Ararat is a disorienting and dizzying film.  A film about a film, 

Ararat depicts the attempt of Armenian-Canadian director Edward Saroyan (Charles Aznavour) 

to cinematize the Armenian genocide based on the 1917 memoir of missionary Clarence Ussher, 

entitled An American Physician in Turkey: A Narrative of Adventures in Peace and War. While 

directing his film (also entitled Ararat), Saroyan must also grapple with the opposing political 

convictions of his lead Turkish-Canadian actor (Elias Koteas)—playing the role of Jevdet Bey, a 

Turkish government official who oversaw the massacre of Armenians during the Siege of Van in 

1915—who denies offscreen that the Armenian genocide ever took place. Throughout, Egoyan 

consistently enlists the narrative technique of mise en abyme that so fleetingly features in Hotel 

Rwanda: characters argue about the ethics of the screenplay, compare the Armenian genocide to 

the Holocaust, and even debate whether the massacre at Van ever occurred. By enlisting the mise 

en abyme as a structural scaffold, Ararat exposes the ethical quandaries, political struggles, and 

artistic riddles of attempting to narrate a story about the historical trauma of genocide.  

 

70 For a consideration of the parallels between the Hollywood depiction of the Armenian genocide in The Promise and 
Ravished Armenia, see Tusan. 
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Ussher’s memoir features an account of the 1915 Siege of Van, beginning in the spring of 

that year, when Jevdet Bey, the Turkish governor of Van, commandeered approximately 4,000 

Armenian soldiers, allegedly for work battalions. Bey then refused the Armenians’ offer—a tenth 

of their number as hostages and a fee to exempt the rest—before massacring, by Ussher’s 

estimate, 55,000 Armenians (Balakian, Burning Tigris 202-207). Ussher recounts a conversation 

in which Bey commands the Turkish forces to go to the town of Shadakh and “wipe out its 

people” before “savagely” telling the American, “‘I won’t leave one, not one so high, ‘holding his 

hand below the height of his knee” (237-238). The memoir, which includes maps, photographs, 

and illustrations of the bombarded buildings, vividly describes the mass slaughter led by Bey’s 

Turkish forces, known as the Kasab Taburu, or the Butcher Regiment:  

They were mounted, armed with daggers, automatic pistols, and modern repeating rifles. 
When they saw a mother nursing her babe they shot through the babe and the mother’s 
breast and arm. They would gallop into a crowd of fleeing women and children, draw 
their daggers, and rip the unfortunate creatures. I forbear to describe the wounds brought 
to me to repair. (238)  
 

Here, Ussher catalogues some—but not all—of the atrocities committed by Bey’s forces. In 

refusing to describe the wounds he tended, the physician intimates a horror too great to record. In 

spite of his refusal to document the full extent of the carnage, Ussher’s memoir is considered one 

of the most detailed eyewitness accounts of the genocide, and it explicitly accuses the Turkish 

government of planning to exterminate the Armenian population (Balakian 201).  

Egoyan’s Ararat dramatizes this failure of global witnessing through the staging of the 

filming of a scene on the set of Saroyan’s Ararat. In this scene, one of the consultants for 

Saroyan’s film, Ani (Arsinée Khanjian), an Armenian-Canadian art historian who specializes in 

the paintings of Armenian-American artist Arshile Gorky, is furious.71 Ani feels that the film’s 

 

71 Gorky fled from Van and eventually settled in the United States, becoming known for his influence on Abstract 
Impressionism and his paintings such as The Artist and His Mother (1936). 
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director has taken too many artistic liberties, such as making the mountain of Ararat visible from 

Van, which would have been, as she has told Saroyan, “not true” (0:32:48-50). Later in the film, 

an enraged Ani barges through the set, where the actor Martin (Bruce Greenwood) playing 

Clarence Ussher is tending to a maimed child in the fog of apocalyptic violence. In this moment 

of crossing the threshold of the set, Ani literally breaks the frame of the narrative; she catalyzes a 

catastrophic collision of past and present, fiction and non-fiction. Angered by this interruption, 

the actor Martin, speaking as the character of Ussher, from the vantage of Van in 1915, explodes 

at twenty-first-century Ani:  

What is this? God damn it! We’re surrounded by Turks. We’ve run out of supplies, most of 
us will die. The crowd needs a miracle, this child is bleeding to death. If I can save his life, it 
may give us the spirit to continue. This is his brother… his pregnant sister was raped in front 
of his eyes, before her stomach was slashed open, to stab her unborn child. His father’s eyes 
were gouged out of his head and stuffed into his mouth. And his mother’s breasts were ripped 
off. She was left to bleed to death. Who the fuck are you? (01:21:37-01:22:34)  
 

This spectacular confrontation—between an actor playing a historical “character” and a historical 

“consultant” who is not an “actor”—blurs the boundaries between present and past, actor and 

spectator, “expert” and storyteller. The film implicates its audience: what stories do we witness, 

and how do we act (or not act) upon them? Ussher’s words, directed toward Ani, could also apply 

to the audience of Ararat. Whether one watches or turns away, does nothing or does something, 

questions or accepts the facts, everyone plays a role in the story of genocide—whether they 

realize it or not. 

Here, Egoyan’s film-about-a-film interrogates Ani’s roles—as “historical consultant,” as a 

member of the Armenian diaspora, and as a bystander—on the stage of human events. 

Martin/Ussher’s accusatory question (“Who the fuck are you?”) is aimed as much at Ani as at 

anyone who remains (or remained) oblivious, failing to witness the atrocity at hand. Dori Laub 

writes of the global failure of witnessing in regard to another historical genocide, the Holocaust:  
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[I]t was not only the reality of the situation and the lack of responsiveness of bystanders or 
the world that account for the fact that history was taking place with no witness: it was also 
the very circumstance of being inside the event that made unthinkable the very notion that a 
witness could exist, that is, someone who could step outside of the coercively totalitarian and 
dehumanizing frame of reference in which the event was taking place, and provide an 
independent frame of reference through which the event could be observed. (66)  
 

In this cataclysmic scene, Martin’s character, Clarence Ussher, remains inside the event; from the 

outside, Ani becomes a belated and unintentional witness—from the perspective of the twenty-

first century—to an event in which there was no outside witness, at least not in the moment of the 

1915 siege. Here, Egoyan inverts the aphorism of Shakespeare’s Jacques in As You Like It: 

instead of all the world’s being a stage, here all the stage is the world. In effect, the scene 

interrogates the very nature of storytelling.  

The film documents a series of transitions and adaptations: we go from the historical events 

of 1915 to Clarence Ussher’s 1917 memoir to Edward Saroyan’s (contemporary, though undated) 

film to Atom Egoyan’s 2002 film. The fact that Egoyan takes the title of Saroyan’s film as his 

title gestures to the impossibility of narrative coherence in the historical wake of the trauma of 

genocidal violence. Egoyan poses a koan, or an impossible riddle: which film—his or Saroyan’s 

(which is arguably also Egoyan’s film)—tells the story of Ararat? In the absence of many 

survivors, perhaps the mountain of Ararat is made to symbolically stand in as the witness to the 

event. One might say that the geographic site of Mount Ararat was, in effect, what Pierre Nora 

would call a “lieu de mémoire,” or “site of remembrance” that is “created by a play of memory 

and history” (19). Here, Egoyan directs our attention to the slipperiness of narrative, the 

impossibility of linear, straightforward storytelling for an event such as genocide.  

Ararat uses the mise en abyme structure as a strategy to resist narrative resolution. Each story 

nested within another story further fractures coherence of the plot. In doing so, it straddles both 

time and space, dwelling simultaneously in 1915 and the present day, in Van and in Toronto. In a 

chiastic logic, the fractured plot makes the present past and the past present. The film’s concerns 
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with the impossibility of coherent narration in the wake of trauma raise questions about truth, 

accuracy, and narrative ethics. By telling several fragmented stories, Egoyan’s film resists the 

narrative closure of a single story. And in doing so, it offers an alternative mode of storytelling, 

one that opens possibilities of seeing the world, of seeing history, as a collection of inextricably 

linked stories within stories. By illuminating narrative dissonance, it refuses to provide the viewer 

with the asylum of narrative harmony. In fact, Ararat suggests that the story of genocide is one 

that is impossible to tell coherently. Nearly a decade later, the work of a Rwandan filmmaker 

would offer a similar conclusion. 

Anything but Black and White: Grey Matter 

Directed by Rwandan filmmaker Kivu Ruhorahoza, Matière Grise (Grey Matter) is a 

cinematic portrait of an artist. The 2011 film depicts a young Rwandan director’s attempt to 

create a cinematic portrait of the 1994 genocide.  Like Ararat, it relies on the narrative 

scaffolding of the mise en abyme. Ruhorahoza interlinks three plotlines, which are, like a 

Matryoshka doll, nestled within one another. It is the story of Balthazar (Hervé Kimenyi), a 

young Rwandan director in Kigali struggling to find the financial and emotional reserves to make 

a movie about the genocide, that bookends the film.  Balthazar’s film, which he dreams of 

producing if he can obtain the funds, is called The Cycle of the Cockroach.  The two acts of The 

Cycle of the Cockroach comprise Grey Matter’s other two interconnected narratives: one is the 

story of Yvan (Ramadhan Shami Bizimana) and Justine (Ruth Shanal Nirere), two young adult 

siblings orphaned by the genocide and haunted by its ghosts several years later; the other is the 

story of an unnamed member (Jean Paul Uwayezu) of the Interahamwe, or Hutu killing squads, 

during the 1994 genocide as he rapes and murders Tutsis. While the siblings find some sort of 

healing through both Yvan’s therapeutic painting and the act of burying their parents’ remains, 

the film ultimately suggests that their wounds will never heal. Matière Grise, which switches 
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between French and Kinyarwanda, the country’s national language, defies chronological order 

and withholds any promise of a peaceful future—in effect, prohibiting either spiritual uplift or 

closure. Harmonizing narratives are unwelcome here. 

Throughout, the film’s mise en abyme framework defamiliarizes the very nature of 

storytelling through its juxtaposition of past and present, real and surreal. More specifically, it 

interrogates the possibility of representing genocide through a jarring narrative choice: it makes 

literal a deadly metaphor—inyenzi, or “cockroach,” the epithet used against the Tutsi population 

leading up to and during the 1994 genocide. In other words, in a shockingly obscene gesture, the 

film takes an ethnic slur, meaning “cockroach,” at its face value, substituting actual cockroaches 

in the place of human beings. Before the insects appear on screen, however, it contextualizes the 

ethnic slur and accompanying dog whistles—many of which were transmitted over national radio. 

In Act I of Balthazar’s imagined film, The Cycle of the Cockroach, a radio emits a mellifluous 

feminine voice into the room where a lone Interahamwe, or member of the killing squad, sits.72  

The female broadcaster’s words coax her listeners to exterminate their neighbors by casting 

Tutsis out of humanity: “Please show no mercy. A cockroach is not a human being…Please never 

forget that a butterfly will not come out of a cockroach’s egg” (0:25:10-23). Following this scene, 

Ruhorahoza goes on to make these words literal: he replaces certain human beings—members of 

the Tutsi ethnic group—with cockroaches. In doing so, he exposes the twisted logic of genocidal 

thought.   

Much in the vein of French avant-garde playwright Antonin Artaud, Ruhorahoza engages in 

what might be called “a theater of cruelty” in which bodily gestures and even obscene symbols 

 

72 Along with publishing the “Ten Commandments of the Hutu,” Hutu Power leaders also commandeered the RTLM 
(Radio Télévision Libre Mille Collines) radio station in order to exhort fellow Hutus to “cut down the tall trees,” a 
euphemism for mass murder (Power, Problem 338).   



 

 182 

overtake language.73 More precisely, his character Balthazar enlists surrealism in his own film to 

expose the grotesque and irrational nature of genocidal violence. At the beginning of the Grey 

Matter, while sitting in a Kigali bar, director Balthazar discusses with a friend his vision of the 

rape scene that will take place in his future film, The Cycle of the Cockroach, the story of two 

siblings, Justine and Yvan, child survivors of the genocide. “We have to see the muscled butt of 

the rapist over the cockroach…with our rape, you won’t be able to see the cockroach…you won’t 

be seeing the victim,” he says (0:18:52-0:19:13).  In the same scene, Balthazar adds that he finds 

cinematic inspiration from the “insane violence” of the rape scene in David Lynch’s 1986 film 

Blue Velvet, evidence of the transnational reach of U.S. cinema (0:18:10-24).  

This violent vision of Balthazar’s plan comes to fruition several scenes later. Nestled in 

middle of Gray Matter, during Balthazar’s dream of his own feature film, a Hutu Interahamwe 

death squad member raves at a lone cockroach before trapping it in a glass jar.  Later, just as 

Balthazar described to his friend in the bar, the camera frames the Interahamwe’s buttocks and 

groin thrusting violently above the cornered insect, which serves as a visual metonym for the so-

called inyenzi, the Tutsi rape victim.  The absurdity of the situation—a man “raping” a 

cockroach—confounds the nightmarish and inexplicable nature of the genocide’s destruction that 

dehumanized its victims. The fact that the film springs from a dream suggests a surreal, 

unconscious quality that cannot be encompassed by the conventions of realism. Reality, is, in 

fact, a nightmare. 

Yet the rape scene has an afterlife that appears later in the film. Toward the end of Grey 

Matter, a high-angle shot shows Justine, who, we have learned from a previous scene’s 

 

73 In his manifesto, Artaud describes the “theater of cruelty” as, among other things, transcending the limits of 
language: “It ultimately breaks away from the intellectual subjugation of language, by conveying the sense of a new 
and deeper intellectuality which hides itself beneath the gestures and signs, raised to the dignity of particular 
exorcisms” (91).  
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conversation between her and her younger brother Yvan, was most likely raped during the 

genocide. Curled up on her bed, she stares at the floor. The camera then cuts from Justine to a 

cockroach scurrying towards the entrance of her bedroom. Abruptly, a hand holding a glass jar 

intrudes upon the frame, entrapping the inyenzi, or cockroach.  In effect, because of the previous 

rape scene with the Interahamwe member and the trapped cockroach, the film visually suggests 

that Justine has transferred and “grafted isolated fragments of the past” (i.e., the ethnic slur of 

inyenzi) onto the natural world around her in the present moment (Laub and Auerhahn 30). 

Consequently, in terms of trauma theory, the image of the cockroach also serves to symbolize the 

phenomenon of “transference,” described by Laub and Auerhahn as “when unintegrated 

fragments from the past are enacted on the level of object relations, the survivor’s ‘knowledge’ is 

in the form of transference experiences” (30). In this surreal universe, Justine sees (part of) 

herself—and how the Hutu génocidaires saw their Tutsi victims—in the cockroach—evidence of 

how deeply the genocidal violence has imprinted her worldview.  

Through the story of Balthazar, who envisions the film of Justine and Yvan, Grey Matter also 

criticizes the local film industry's indifference and even hostility toward addressing the past. 

When Balthazar approaches a Rwandan government official to request funding for his film, the 

bureaucrat discounts the importance of any art that touches upon the genocide, saying, “Look, 

I’m sorry, but your story is kind of irrelevant to us. It’s a story you could say that’s not really 

important” (0:07:25-42). The official then tells Balthazar that he welcomes public health 

awareness films about HIV and gender-based violence prevention, thus precluding any room for 

further conversation. This scene implicitly exposes the film industry’s—and the public’s—

disinterest and apathy in films about the genocide, a topic relegated to a lower status in the 

taxonomy of public awareness. Forced to borrow from a loan shark to finance his film, Balthazar 

must reckon with the forces—both financial and political—that stand in as barriers to his 
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realizing his cinematic dream. The chasm between the film Balthazar wants to make and the ones 

that are funded underscores not only the problem of representation, but the more logistical 

question of funding. The name of his film, The Cycle of the Cockroach, suggests a cyclical nature 

of violence. If we are going in circles, then the mise en abyme structure might be able to break 

the pattern—or at least temporarily pause it.  

New World Genocide: Even the Rain 

While Grey Matter and Ararat address collective violence occurring during the twentieth 

century, Spanish director Icíar Bollaín’s Even the Rain (También La Lluvia) turns to an even 

more historically distant genocide. It considers the legacy of colonialism in present-day Bolivia, 

where Mexican director Sebastián (Gael García Bernal) and Spanish producer Costa (Luis Tosar) 

are shooting a film about the violence left in the wake of the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 

the “New World” in 1492. The plot device of environmental injustice (based on the Cochabamba 

Water War of 1999-2000), Bollaín’s film refracts a local water problem as the afterlife of 

structural violence.  

Through its cinematographic juxtaposition of color with black-and-white, one of the film’s 

first scenes illuminates the ethical minefield that accompanies the cinematic narration of a 

historical trauma such as genocide. En route to the film site, director and producer vigorously 

debate the pros and cons of filming in Bolivia, which, as Costa exclaims with an attention to the 

market economy of film production, is “full of starving natives, and that means thousands of 

extras” (0:06:21-25). Much as in Grey Matter, in the logic of national film production, when it 

comes to stories that are told (or not told) about genocide, capitalism reigns supreme. Of course, 

as their assistant María (Cassandra Ciangherotti) notes, Bolivia was not where Columbus landed. 

Far from it. Sebastian echoes her concern with “authenticity,” pointing out that the extras are 

Quechua, not Taino—to which Costa responds with a flattening homogenization of indigenous 
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persons: “From the Andes or wherever, they’re natives...they’re all the same” (0:06:38-46). 

Strains of the men’s dialogue echoes the mindset ventriloquized through Anton (Karra Elejalde), 

who plays Columbus, later in the film, suggesting that the prejudice of the fifteenth century lives 

on in the twentieth (0:20:17-30). Meanwhile, María, whose voice is often silenced—or whose 

camera is pushed away—by men throughout the film, poses questions to both director and 

producer that expose the Gordian knots of storytelling (such as the fact that the Quechua extras 

will not be speaking Taino) (07:13-25).  

Cinematography mirrors the murkiness of the ethical debate invoked by the characters. The 

scene pivots from being in color to being filtered through her hand-held camera, which captures 

the world in black and white. This dizzying visual juxtaposition of color (or lack thereof) draws 

the viewer’s attention to questions of both literal and figurative import, generating a series of 

questions: in matters of sharing or crafting a story, does the narrative rest on stark binaries (i.e., 

black and white)? (Conversely, this question could be flipped: is it seen in shades of gray?) Or 

does the frame of the story embrace the nuance and color of the scene at hand? This particular 

scene underscores how stories, especially those crafted in cinema, are framed—excluding as 

much as including—and are always shaped by outside forces. Perhaps, the film suggests, 1492 

was not all that long ago.  

By tying the plot of Sebastian’s film to the sociocultural climate of Cochabamba, Even the 

Rain suggests that the legacy of genocide, structural violence, and colonialism imprints present-

day South America. The mise en abyme structure of the film fractures time and space, collapsing 

the chronological distance between 1492 and 2000. It even suggests that the well-intentioned 

filmmakers are themselves complicit in questionable motives. While the film never explicitly 

suggests that the neoliberal water industry, which privatizes the city’s water supply, making a 

basic resource inaccessible, is genocide. It does, however, suggest that the water crisis is a 
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manifestation of the structural violence—racism, imperialism, and capitalism—registered and 

promoted by the genocide Sebastian and his crew are documenting.  

The film’s use of linguistic anachronism reveals the political and cultural work invoked by a 

single word. In one scene, Maria, the crew’s videographer, interviews some of the cast members 

about their roles in the film. Curiously, Alberto (Carlos Santos), one of the Spanish actors, who is 

playing Bartholomé de las Casas, the colonist and Dominican friar, recites a speech—allegedly 

by his eponymous character—denouncing the treatment of indigenous peoples that he witnessed 

in the West Indies. (Another actor later brings up the critique that de las Casas wanted to import 

enslaved Africans, emphasizing a thicket of moral contradictions [0:20:47-0:21:54].) In costume, 

seen through the black and white lens of Maria’s camera, he reads from his notes, the words from 

de las Casas’s deathbed: “‘I condemn the blindness of those who ignore the genocide and give 

orders to the world.’” He then breaks character, exclaiming to his audience, “This guy was the 

father of international law, and I’m only in eight scenes!” (00:17:04-13) The pronominal slippage 

between character and actor indicates a fluidity between time and space in the mind of the actor. 

On the set of the film, as on the streets of Cochabamba, temporal distance between the two eras 

often collapses.  

But what’s of particular note here is the use of the word “genocide,” or its Spanish cognate, 

“genocidio” in the quotation attributed to de las Casas. Its existence is impossible: the word did 

not exist in the sixteenth century. But as Raphael Lemkin’s unfinished history of genocide 

reminds us, the occurrence of the crime preceded its coinage.74 Whether or not the director (both 

Sebastian and/or Icíar Bollaín) intended this anachronism is unclear. Still, this chronotopic 

sleight-of-hand allows us to travel in time with a slightly larger lexicon. It magnifies the word’s 

 

74 Raphael Lemkin’s unpublished history of genocide included an outline for a three-volume History of Genocide, with 
included three parts: (1) Antiquity, (2) Middle Ages, and (3) Modern Times. The “Modern Times” outline included 
“Latin America” (Lemkin on Genocide 18-19). 
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power by forcing the audience—at least those who know the word’s etymology and age—to 

imagine what de las Casas would have said if not that word. The word shoulders an accusation, a 

story: standing in for violence, extermination, killing, racial violence. The anachronism 

emphasizes the amount of cultural, linguistic, and political work that the single word invokes. 

And its historical inaccuracy also underscores how even well-intentioned filmmakers can revise 

the lexicon of history. 

Parallax Views: The Act of Killing 

Director Joshua Oppenheimer called his 2012 The Act of Killing “a documentary of the 

imagination” (“Build My Gallows High”).75 The film excavates the narrative underworld of 

Indonesian paramilitary leader Anwar Congo, who personally killed at least one thousand people, 

and his colleagues, who orchestrated the death squads that began in the 1960s. Invited by 

Oppenheimer to cinematically stage the historical killings on camera, Congo draws from his 

favorite American cinematic genres: the Western, gangster films, and the musical. Thus, while 

The Act of Killing is ostensibly about the localized collective violence in Indonesia, the film 

gestures to a genealogy of violence that may trace its descent from the United States—

Hollywood, to be exact. In one scene, Congo (a devoted fan of Elvis Presley, Al Pacino, and John 

Wayne) identifies how American cinema influenced his methods of killing decades prior: “Each 

genre has its own methods. Like in the mafia movies, they strangle the guy in the car and dump 

the body. So we did that too” (0:30:12-23). Over the course of the documentary, a film within a 

film emerges. Several times, under Oppenheimer’s direction, the camera pans to Congo, who is 

watching a production of his own film on a television set in his lavish living room. 

 

75 In the same interview, Oppenheimer said, “I went looking for embodiments of pure evil, but found ordinary people.” 



 

 188 

In these moments, the borders between story and history, “make believe” and reality, past 

and present, become blurry. This narrative friction generates the most heat in the film’s closing 

minutes, in which Congo, watching himself on a television screen, becomes emotional and asks 

Oppenheimer, “Did the people I tortured feel the way I feel here? I can feel what the people who 

have been tortured felt” (02:33:50-02:34:10). When the film’s director responds, “Actually, the 

people felt far worse because you know it’s only a film; they knew they were being killed,” 

Congo insists upon his own suffering: “But I really felt it, Joshua” (02:34:35-56). Much like the 

figure of Nazi leader Heinrich Himmler, who, as described by Hannah Arendt in the 1963 book 

Eichmann in Jerusalem, turned his “instinctive reactions” of “animal pity” on himself, Congo 

remains blind to the possibility of others’ suffering (106). In effect, he performs a psychological 

alchemy that transforms himself from perpetrator to victim.  

By watching the director watch Congo, the viewer realizes her own role as spectator of a 

spectator of a spectator. Once again, the mise en abyme device embeds the viewer within the 

frame. Because of the shared experience of watching a person watching another person, the 

audience is positioned similarly to Congo. The film suggests that everyone plays a role, both 

spectator and actor in the drama. For much of the film, the presence of the United States remains 

indirect: the favorite Hollywood film genres of Congo, for instance. In one scene, in which Congo 

reenacts an interrogation, he tells his victim, “Although we’re only cinema thugs, we want to feel 

like people in the movies” (02:13:47-55).76 The specter of U.S. cinematic archetypes lingers, and 

in these moments the film forces the spectator to wonder about the extent of the lethality of 

cultural imperialism. A strange symbiosis between Hollywood and Congo’s livelihood emerges  

 

76 Director Oppenheimer has written about the influence of Hollywood on Congo: “I was intrigued by this relationship 
between cinema and killings, although I had no idea it would be so deep. Not only did Anwar and his friends know and 
love the cinema, but they dreamed of being on the screen themselves, and styled themselves after their favorite 
characters. They even borrowed their methods of murder from the screen” (“Background”).  
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when, while revisiting an abandoned movie theater, he reminiscences about his favorite 

Hollywood films, and how he used to work outside the cinema, selling black market tickets. He 

angrily recounts how the Communists—his enemy—put a ban on American movies, thus 

diminishing the audiences and hence his stream of income: “without them, the gangsters didn’t 

make as much money,” his protégé, Herman, chimes in (00:16:56-59). Later, Congo makes clear 

that the movies he watched in the 1960s influenced the method or mood in which he would 

murder. “Happy” Hollywood films, “like Elvis movies” would inspire him to kill “happily” 

(0:17:10-0:18:10).   

In other scenes, however, the United States and its relation to violence and genocide is 

invoked even more explicitly. While riding in the car, Anwar’s colleague Adi fiercely responds to 

an inquiry about committing war crimes. When Oppenheimer asks him about his committing war 

crimes and hence violating the Geneva Convention, he retorts: “The Americans killed the Indians. 

Has anybody been punished for that? Punish them!” (01:11:43-50)77 However briefly, the 

pointing finger is turned away from Congo and his colleagues and back at the director and 

American audience. His statements, however discomfiting, make a valid point about the U.S. 

government’s refusal to recognize its own acts of historical genocide. In this moment, Adi shines 

a mirror away from Indonesia and back at the director and the audience.  

Here, cinematography plays with the idea of mirrors and frames, both literal and 

figurative. The scene, in which Adi drives a car through town and speaks to Oppenheimer, who 

asks questions from the back seat, alternates among a variety of camera angles. Side angles from 

the passenger seat portray Adi steering the wheel, putting him in profile. Alternatively, rear shots 

 

77 Adi explains to Oppenheimer, “I don’t necessarily agree with those international laws. When Bush was in power, 
Guantanamo was right. Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction. That was right according to Bush, but now 
it’s wrong. The Geneva Conventions may be today’s morality, but tomorrow we’ll have the Jakarta Conventions and 
dump the Geneva Conventions. ‘War crimes’ are defined by the winners. I’m a winner. So I can make my own 
definition. I needn’t follow the international definitions” (01:10:16-01:11:04). 
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show him doubly: his back on the right side of the screen and his eyes in the rearview mirror. 

This concatenation of cinematography and mise-en-scène suggests a type of parallax view, in 

which one character is viewed through multiple angles: simultaneously from behind and, thanks 

to the mirror, from the front. The formal frames in the shot—the rearview mirror, the car 

windows—dovetail with the content of Adi’s speech.78 In acrobatic acts of sophistry, he justifies 

his history of violence:  

The Geneva Conventions may be today’s morality, but tomorrow we’ll have the Jakarta 
Conventions and dump the Geneva Conventions. “War crimes” are defined by the 
winners. I’m a winner. So I can make my own definition. I needn’t follow the 
international definitions. (01:10:34-01:11:05)  
 

According to his own moral cosmology, definitions are all a question of context and framing. 

Today’s convention is tomorrow’s history. Words such as “war crimes” and “convention” can be 

discarded, exchanged, and made anew.       

The Harm in Harmonizing 

Analysis of Hollywood’s harmonizing narratives—most famously, the adaptation of Anne 

Frank’s diary and its cinematic kindred—shows us that these films pose their own set of dangers. 

They make false promises. By concluding on an optimistic note emphasizing human goodness, 

they implicitly occlude the violence of the past. As Bruno Bettelheim pointed out several decades 

ago in reference to U.S. adaptations of Frank’s diary, the rose-colored logic of such narratives 

denies the reality of evil in the world: “If all men are basically good…then indeed we can all go 

on with life as usual and forget about Auschwitz” (46). Of course, literary and visual cultures 

cannot legally  prevent mass atrocities. They can, however, shape collective understandings of 

human rights violations and the possibilities for political change. It seems that each time films 

such as Hotel Rwanda or Schindler’s List claim to remember history, they also abet amnesia. 

 

78 The motifs of eyes and sight are explored further in Oppenheimer’s 2014 film, The Look of Silence. 
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Indeed, these films are spectacular: they prompt their spectators to look. Ironically, with each 

linear, teleological plot concluding in harmonizing uplift, it appears we are going in circles.  

Critics, no doubt, will respond with objections. For instance, didn’t adaptations of Frank’s 

diary serve a purpose in terms of transitioning from the era of near silence about the Holocaust in 

the United States to growing awareness that began to increase, as some scholars have noted, in 

the 1970s? Perhaps. As Peter Novick has written, “Every generation frames the Holocaust, 

represents the Holocaust, in ways that suit its mood” (120). But we inhabit a different generation 

than that of George Stevens. In the realm of political rhetoric, the promise of “Never again,” 

however empty, is invoked with regularity by leaders such as presidents Carter, Reagan, and 

Clinton, suggesting a collective awareness of select genocides of the past.79 In the United States, 

collective and institutional awareness of genocide and the Holocaust is greater than it was in the 

immediate postwar years, with curricula in several states dedicated to the topic (though recent 

studies indicate a gap in basic knowledge among U.S. adults, a trend especially pronounced 

among millennials)(Astor). Since its dedication in 1993, more than 44 million people have visited 

the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., at 

least 24% of whom were school children and approximately 90% of whom are non-Jewish 

(“Museum Press Kit: Facts and Figures”).80 But as I have shown, the predominant narrative 

patterns—from The Killing Fields to Schindler’s List to First They Killed My Father to The 

Promise—remain more or less stuck in the framing conventions that suited collective awareness 

of the Holocaust in the 1950s. If Stevens made his film today, he should have kept his original 

final scene, in which his protagonist was shown swaying in the fog. He could have embraced the 

narrative dissonance. Some of his contemporaries, such as director Sidney Lumet, chose to do in 

 

79 For examples of such promises and vows from U.S. leaders, see USHMM”s “Frequently Asked Research Questions” 
and Power, Problem xxi. 
80 These numbers from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum website are as of June 2019. 
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his 1964 film The Pawnbroker, notable for its use of footage of the concentration camps 

introduced through the flashbacks of its protagonist, Sol Nazerman (Rod Steiger).81 An adaptation 

of Edward Lewis Wallant’s novel about a Holocaust survivor living in Harlem, Lumet’s film 

denies its audience of any uplift; as film historian Annette Insdorf writes, “by the end of the 

film,” Sol himself  is “a living corpse” and “a broken pawn” (31).82   

Most likely, harmonizing narratives about historical genocide are here to stay. But 

Hollywood could gain valuable lessons from the fractured, dissonant narratives of films such as 

Ararat, Grey Matter, Even the Rain, and The Act of Killing. For instance, we need more moments 

like the one in Hotel Rwanda in which Rusesabagina debates the merits of broadcasting carnage: 

slivers of time where the audience is made to hold a mirror to themselves. The scene implies a 

question: is it a good thing for people to see such footage of carnage if they’ll just go back, as the 

photojournalist says, “to eating their dinners”—or, even worse, to emulate it, as in The Act of 

Killing? By holding a mirror to the audiences, however briefly, such scenes could prompt 

questions that hold up outside the theater. The self-interrogation that these moments potentially 

catalyze might help to puncture the stubborn optimism of these film’s endings: rose-colored 

reunions and anthems of optimism. The rays of hope proffered in these harmonizing narratives 

can blind people to the political implications of the situations before them, often playing out 

simultaneously, elsewhere on the planet. How long will it be before we see a Hollywood film 

about the genocide of the Rohinga people, probably starring a Western hero, that ends on an 

regretful yet optimistic note?   

 

81 However, as film critic Bosley Crowther points out in the New York Times review, the movie did remove “the detail 
of the medical experiments upon the hero by the Nazis” that appeared in Edward Lewis Wallant’s 1961 novel of the 
same name (“The Pawnbroker” 51). 
82 For more on the history and adaptation of The Pawnbroker, especially in regard to the representations of African 
American and Jewish experiences in Harlem, see Zierler; Mintz 109-125.   
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But as a film such as Ararat demonstrates, stories of genocide do not have to be told this way. 

I have shown how Egoyan, Ruhorahoza, Bollaín, and Oppenheimer employ the mise en abyme as 

a mode with which to both resist the Hollywood hegemony of harmonizing narratives and to 

suggest alternative modes of storytelling. While this narrative mode may be relatively rare within 

the genre of genocide cinema, it is significant because of the ways it dismantles and criticizes 

dominant modes of storytelling. For instance, Ararat queries, portrays, and exposes the contested 

nature of memory. We watch the director staging scenes. We watch the historical consultant 

contest inaccuracies. We watch the characters watching themselves in the movie theater. The 

mise en abyme is, in the words of the literary critic Lucien Dällenbach, “the mirror in the text,” 

throwing the spectator’s reflection back at herself. This nesting of stories within stories forces us 

to question our own role as characters, as voyeurs, as actors. It prompts us to notice the narratives 

we continue to play out without realizing it. Sometimes, such as in a film like Even the Rain, they 

also point out the structural violence that continues to perpetuate violence. By exposing the 

generic seams of Hollywood narratives, these directors shed light on the limits of storytelling in a 

world where “never again” so often rings hollow.  

Ararat reminds us that, whether as a drama, a thriller, or a blockbuster, a complete or 

coherent representation of historical genocide is impossible. The charade of doing so—to create a 

sense of closure, finality, or understanding—is quite dangerous: first, because it imparts a sense 

that like Hollywood, the conflicts outside the theater may also sort themselves out, eventually 

offering a harmonizing ending, and second, because it bestows an unearned sense of 

comprehension of an event. The words of Claude Lanzmann, the French director of the 1985 

documentary Shoah, expands upon this point. Reflecting on his own attempts to document the 

truth through cinema, Lanzmann once said that “you cannot precisely engender the Holocaust” 

(206). His statement recognizes the impossibility of fully capturing or documenting the event. 
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Lanzmann reflected on the chasm between truth and falsehood: “There is no solution of 

continuity between the two; there is rather a gap, an abyss, and this abyss will never be bridged” 

(206). In a similar way, in telling a story about genocide, a director such as Egoyan gestures to 

the impossibility of telling the entire story. You cannot precisely engender Van in 1917. Or Kigali 

in 1994. Or Cambodia in 1979. Or Indonesia in 1966. Or Amsterdam in 1944. To return to the 

etymology of the term “mise en abyme,” in these films, the narrative of genocide is literally 

“placed in the abyss”—infinitely so. Neither harmonizing narratives nor mise en abyme can 

necessarily portray the full horror of genocide, but one version implicates its audience and makes 

them think while the other forecloses the recognition that history may repeat itself again—in spite 

of the pledges of “never again.”  

Holocaust survivor Primo Levi famously said, “One single Anne Frank moves us more than 

the countless others who suffered just as she did but whose faces remain in the shadows” (qtd. in 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett et al. 312). He is correct. But a failure to recognize the singularity of Anne 

Frank—her diary’s textured, messy nuances and its broader sociohistorical context—denies the 

world the full story not only of her life, but also of the circumstances of her death. There is hope 

and goodness in her diary, but there is also curiosity, pride, desire, and even rage towards the evil 

pounding on the doors in the streets below her annex window or refusing entrance to a ship full of 

refugees. Paradoxically, in their attempts to universalize the story of a Jewish girl in Amsterdam 

for an American audience, Hollywood and Broadway producers inadvertently denied Frank of her 

particularity—in other words, precisely what made her so human.83 By attempting to pigeonhole 

 

83 This reflexive aversion to graphic, discomfiting details continues to into the 21st century. The content of the restored 
50th anniversary “definitive” version of the diary continues to upset U.S. readers; as recently as 2010, the school system 
of Culpeper County, Virginia, banned the restored 50th anniversary “definitive” version due to “complaints about its 
sexual content and homosexual themes.” For many years, the 1955 play version had been a part of the eight-grade 
curriculum (Chandler). In 2013 there was a call to ban the diary in Northville school district in Michigan after a 
student’s mother objected to Frank’s “pretty graphic” description of her genitalia, which made her daughter 
“uncomfortable” (Flood).   
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her into a generic mold—a dreamy, sweet, lovesick teenager reminiscent of those in popular 

American cinema—Hollywood stripped her of her individuality: her descriptions of her anatomy, 

her rage, her sexual desire, her religious practices. In other words, the true Anne Frank, or at least 

the one she presented to Kitty, was erased. We owe it to Frank to unabridge the narrative of her 

narrative. The American adaptations of her diary show us that the stakes of literary and cinematic 

adaptation are high because if we don’t pay attention to them, we risk forgetting to remember 

inconvenient truths. By implicitly promising a future free of the crimes of the past, Hollywood 

versions of these stories perpetuate amnesia and lure viewers into a sense of political 

complacency. It turns out that all too often, to harmonize is to harm.  
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Conclusion: “Where Words Cease to Exist” 
At first glance, Aung San Suu Kyi and Adolf Eichmann have little in common. One is a 

Nobel Peace Prize recipient, the other a Nazi official—the face of what Arendt so famously 

named “the banality of evil.” Yet, over the past year, subtle similarities have emerged, 

resurrecting debates about what the face of a genocidal regime looks like. Granted, in many ways, 

the extraordinary Suu Kyi, once the subject of hagiographic films and biographies, could not be 

more different from Eichmann, the unremarkable, unoriginal, and as Arendt writes, “terrifyingly 

normal” bureaucratic of the Third Reich.84 But like Eichmann, Suu Kyi does not fit the assumed 

profile of a figure implicated in genocide—ostensibly a male, military warlord long shunned by 

the human rights groups. In other words, she is no Slobodan Milošević.  

Still, Suu Kyi has found herself formally accused of condoning human rights atrocities. 

In recent years, with growing evidence of genocide and crimes against humanity in Myanmar, the 

leader’s “halo has slipped” among human rights advocates, who find themselves “disappointed at 

her failure to make a clear stand on behalf of the Rohingya minority” (“The halo slips”). In 2018, 

the United Nations announced that the leaders of the Tatmadaw, Myanmar’s military, should be 

tried for multiple crimes, including genocide and crimes against humanity in the states of 

Rakhine, Shan, and Kachin.85 Several organizations and groups have revoked Suu Kyi’s peace 

prizes, including the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, which rescinded the Eli Wiesel Award 

in 2018 for Suu Kyi’s and the National League for Democracy’s “promulgat[ion] [of] hateful 

 

84 In The Hidden History of Burma, Thant Myint-U writes of Aung San Suu Kyi, “She hadn’t lived with anything 
approaching a normal life for thirty years, having gone straight from Oxford housewife into the maelstrom of Burmese 
politics, then house arrest and the separation from her family, near death at the hands of a new regime, a sudden new 
political opening, trips around the world, endless adulation, and finally the crisis of the Rohingya” (251). 
85 The UN’s High Commissioner for Human Rights also called the violence in Myanmar a “textbook example of ethnic 
cleansing” (“Myanmar Military Leaders Must Face Genocide Charges – UN Report””).  
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rhetoric among the Rohingya community,” among other reasons.86 And then, in December 2019, 

she defended her country against charges of “genocidal acts” brought to the International Court of 

Justice by Gambia, a country that belongs to the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (Bowcott, 

“Aung Sun Suu Kyi heads to the Hague”). On a chilly day outside the Hague, protesters held 

placards protesting crimes against the Rohingya Muslim minority in Myanmar with messages 

such as “Shame On You” (Bowcott, “Aung San Suu Kyi impassive”). A year prior, during a visit 

to Sydney, Australia, protesters had imposed a Hitlerian mustache on posters of Suu Kyi’s image, 

iconographically equated her with the prototype of a genocidal architect, urging her to “Return 

the Nobel Prize” (Westcott and Watson). Suu Kyi was going off script.  

Plot versus Character: Aung Sun Suu Kyi 

When it comes to thinking about literary texts and representations of genocide, the 

sphinxlike Suu Kyi merits consideration for two reasons. First, like Eichmann, she diverges from 

the imagined profile of someone complicit with genocide or crimes against humanity. As a 

female leader, her place on the side of the accused indicates, as Elissa Bemporad reminds us, that 

women can be not only victims but perpetrators and bystanders to human rights violations such as 

genocide (5). Suu Kyi’s place in the headlines calls attention to how genocide can take place 

under any circumstance, in any place, or on anyone’s watch—even that of a former Nobel Peace 

Prize recipient. Until it is called out, genocide can hide in plain sight. 

Second, her fierce public advocacy of the uses of literature provides an uncanny starting 

place for thinking about fiction, geopolitics, and human rights. Suu Kyi, who originally arrived in 

 

86 The USHMM’s press release cited its own 2015 report documenting warning signs of genocide in Myanmar, “They 
Want Us All to Go Away” and enumerated its reasons for rescinding the award: “The National League for Democracy, 
under your leadership, has instead refused to cooperate with the United Nations investigator, promulgated hateful 
rhetoric against the Rohingya community, and denied access to and cracked down on journalists trying to uncover the 
scope of the crimes in Rakhine State” (“Museum Rescinds Award to Daw Aung San Suu Kyi”).  
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England planning to pursue a doctorate in Burmese literature, has long supported the study and 

creation of fiction, such as hosting a 2013 literary festival in Irrawaddy that brought together 

readers, poets, and even former political prisoners from around the world (Hodal).87 More 

recently, in 2018, she convened a session with over a thousand college students and teachers in 

Rangoon to discuss the merits of fiction. Books discussed included Saya Mya Than Tint’s 

translation of J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye and Saya Chit Oo Nyo’s Lover of Lingapida. 

One medical student in the seminar balked at Salinger’s American coming-of-age novel, which 

she termed “just an ordinary book” to which she could not relate. Suu Kyi discouraged the 

student from only reading literature which reflected her own society: 

Look at this in two ways. Literary fiction makes you understand yourself and also makes 
you understand others. It is not a good reason that you don’t like it because it is similar to 
your situation. The literary fiction should resolve both of these reasons. It helps you 
understand your own culture as well as make you aware of and understand other cultures. 
If you only read about your own culture, you’ll be too narrow-minded. (“State Counselor 
discusses literary fiction with university students”)  
 

In the same session, the leader asked students if plot or character is more important in literature. 

The same question, however, could be asked of the arc of Suu Kyi’s own life. In the story of 

violence against the Rohingya minority in Myanmar, how does character—specifically that of 

Suu Kyi—fit in with the plot? Is she a Nobel Laureate masquerading as a genocidaire? Or a 

genocidaire masquerading as a Nobel Laureate? Or can the two identities coexist in one person? 

Literary tools such as the very ones mentioned by Suu Kyi help us to think through these 

questions: novels, plays, and stories can privilege not only plot but character.  

In December 2019, the year after the literary debate in Rangoon, Suu Kyi appeared at the 

Hague to defend her country’s military leaders against allegations of genocide. Her claims rested 

on the idea that the international community did not comprehend the complexity of Myanmar’s 

 

87 See for more on Suu Kyi’s study of and advocacy for literature, see Hodal, Rhodes. 
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demographics, history, and “internal armed conflict started by coordinated and comprehensive 

attacks by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army” (qtd. in Bowcott, “Aung San Suu Kyi tells 

court”). Suu Kyi focused on the character of her country, which she claimed outsiders could 

never understand. International courts, led by Gambia, focused on the plot of the story: 

documentation of the diminishing population of Rohingya Muslims.  

In her 2018 discussion with the students in Rangoon, Suu Kyi never directly answered 

whether plot or character is more important in literature. But if the trial in the Hague were a story, 

the same question could be asked of it. An international court of justice cannot be equated with a 

novel, a poem, a film, a play, or a photograph. But it is a setting in which narratives and stories 

are told and argued about genocide in real time. Within the confines of a novel, the span of a play, 

the duration of a film, the frame of a photograph, literature and visual cultures offers us a place to 

practice such analysis. The study of the texts and images in this project has demonstrated that 

genocide often cannot be fully represented. This impossibility of representation results not 

necessarily from some philosophical or religious truth, but because genocide can be camouflaged 

by institutional state apparatuses, mundane situations, or missing archives. Even sensational 

depictions of the crime, such American film versions of Aurora Mardiganian’s memoir Ravished 

Armenia and Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl, pay a steep price—a loss of original 

content—for adaptation. And as we will see, plays such as Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are Proud 

to Present a Presentation about the Herero of Namibia confront the absence of genocide victims’ 

voices in the archives.   

In light of this gap between literature and legal arenas, literary and visual cultures offer 

readers a chance to rehearse analyzing the characters and the plots that comprise narratives of 

genocide. For instance, Arendt’s study of Eichmann shows that genocidal architects do not 

always match the assumed profile—a lesson helpful as we try to make sense of a figure such as 
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Suu Kyi. Margaret Bourke-White’s photojournalism exposes the social scaffolding, cloaked in 

respectability, that supports genocidal propaganda. The Civil Rights Congress’ manifesto calls 

out how everyday life for African Americans is a precarious state of extraordinary violence. Mark 

Twain, enlisting photographic evidence from Alice Seeley Harris, exposed the lies of Belgium’s 

Leopold II, a self-professed international humanitarian. In other instances, genocide is taking 

place in plain sight, such as in Rwanda 1994. These skills of discernment, of skepticism, and of 

contextualization will prove crucial in each passing year that global promises of “never again” 

prove empty. 

In a world in which genocide reduces humans to numbers, literature can serve as a 

reparative resistance—and not necessarily because it fosters empathy, as individuals such as 

philosopher Martha Nussbaum and even Suu Kyi have suggested.88 Indeed, literary and visual 

cultures may serve a purpose even more pragmatic than that. In terms of scale, it can render a 

character as an individual, not as a member of a group. It can remap coordinates of the 

imagination, it can zoom in on the realities of others. This change in perspective, in turn, can 

resist the genocidal logic that reduces a member of an ethnic, religious, national, or racial group 

into a mere statistic. Unbound to the protocols of legal documents or social sciences, literature 

offers a place to imagine political alternatives and to resist the dominant narratives. Perhaps the 

short story, a genre that so often compresses time and space, can show us how. 

Going in Circles: “The Embassy of Cambodia” 

It is summer 2012 in Willesden, in Northwest London. The Olympics have drawn people to 

this city from all corners of the globe—but so have other forces, such as human trafficking and 

modern-day slavery. This is the backdrop of Zadie Smith’s “The Embassy of Cambodia,” which 

 

88 For an example of this viewpoint privileging how literature can cultivate empathy, see Nussbaum chap. VI. 
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first appeared in The New Yorker in 2013. The short story features Fatou, a young woman from 

the Ivory Coast who is ostensibly enslaved as a domestic. But it also interweaves the narratives of 

several people, including the unnamed omniscient narrator, a native of Willesden and a resident 

of its nursing home. All of the characters strive to make sense of their identities, relationality, and 

alterity in the post-Schengen world.89 The building referenced in story’s title serves as a type of 

Rorschach test for the characters, whose individual relationships with the Cambodian embassy 

illuminate their worldviews on community, otherness, and the concept of genocide. 

The characters are literally going in circles, circumnavigating the embassy, but also 

expanding and contracting the scope of their imaginations. In effect, the building functions as a 

symbolic placeholder for alterity and the characters’ relation to otherness. The very sight of the 

embassy prompts the narrator to reflect on people’s limited supply of attention in imagining the 

fates and facts in the lives of others: 

The fact is if we followed the history of every little country in this world—in its dramatic as 
well as its quiet times—we would have no space left in which to live our own lives or to 
apply ourselves to necessary tasks, never mind indulge in occasional pleasures, like 
swimming. (23)  
 

In the next breath, this same narrator poses an existential question: “Surely there is something to 

be said for drawing a circle around our attention and remaining within that circle. But how large 

should that circle be?” (24) The story’s implied answer to this question—“how large should that 

circle be?”—is a surprising one. “The Embassy of Cambodia” suggests that sometimes a larger 

circle of attention—for instance, knowledge of another nation’s genocide several decades prior—

actually occludes an ability to see others’ humanity. In fact, this larger circle may even widen the 

arc of alterity. Conversely, a smaller circle of attention—even an ignorance of historical events in 

other nations—may, however paradoxically, shorten the imagined distance between one human 

 

89 The Schengen Agreement was signed in 1985. It is a treaty which largely abolished internal borders in Europe. 
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and another. Smith’s story ultimately suggests that while imagination is not enough on a global 

scale, perhaps it does offer moments of transformation on an individual level. Even if 

imaginations cannot stretch as far as to encompass entire nations, these circles of attention can 

occasionally widen to embrace individuals—to see them not as a member of a persecuted group, 

but as humans. And those moments, the story implies, are perhaps the best we can dare to hope 

for.    

Smith’s story asks its characters—and by extension, its readers—to wrestle with the ethics of 

imagining nations and individuals in the shadows of geopolitical catastrophes such as the 

Cambodian genocide—which, as we’ve seen, is itself a contested title vis-à-vis “crimes against 

humanity”—of the 1970s. The story compels readers to act as cartographers, mapping the 

coordinates of alterity. What are the boundaries that separate me from you, or us from them? If 

we think of imagination as a protractor, or a tool of extending empathy, and even responsibility, 

then how far should we go in imagining the history of other nations? Of other people? In his book 

The Deliverance from Others, literary critic David Palumbo-Liu asks: “What happens when we 

take on the call to embrace others and take responsibility for them?” (xi) In the case of “The 

Embassy of Cambodia,” the question is flipped on its head: what happens when we don’t take on 

the call to embrace others—let alone imagine them, when the circles of attention can only stretch 

so far? Is attention a limited or an exponential supply? Is empathy, like capital, a finite privilege 

unevenly distributed throughout the globe? For whom are we responsible?  

In a search for answers, Fatou may be a place to start. At the start of the story, Fatou, who has 

migrated from Ivory Coast via Ghana and Italy to London, is now living with and working 

without pay for a Pakistani family, the Derawals, who have confiscated her passport. Fatou even 

wonders if she, like a Sudanese woman about whom she read in the local newspaper, is enslaved. 

Yet, despite these hardships, Fatou resists her captivity: on a regular basis, she furtively sneaks 
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away to the local swimming pool and clandestinely uses the Derawals’ guest pass. On weekends, 

she goes to a local Tunisian café where she debates existential questions with her Nigerian friend, 

Andrew Okonkwo, a part-time student who works as a security guard. They debate the reasons 

the Western world’s attention lingers on some atrocities more than others—why, for example, in 

Fatou’s words, compared to the Holocaust, “nobody” speaks about the genocide in Rwanda 

(26).90 

In this vein, the organizational device of the story—that of a badminton score—suggests a 

world in which people—and even stories—are scored and judged in a perpetually uneven 

dynamic of power. (Like a score in a game of badminton, the chapters go up to 21 [chapter 1 is 

“0-1” and the final chapter is “0-21”].] The fact that the losing side’s score remains at 0 suggests 

a world in which the victorious unyieldingly trounce the less powerful. In addition, within the 

fence that borders the embassy, both the narrator and Fatou observe the constant motion of a 

shuttlecock. The metronomic refrain of “pock, smash, pock, smash” ricochets throughout the 

slender chapters.91 As if observing Fatou from a Foucauldian panopticon, the narrator remarks, 

“We watched her watching the shuttlecock. Pock, smash. Pock, smash. As if one player could 

imagine only a violent conclusion and the other a hopeful return” (69). The reader, in effect, 

observes the narrator observing Fatou. Fatou, in turn, observes the shuttlecock hit by those figures 

hidden behind the fence. This mise en abyme structure, so often enlisted in narratives about 

 

90 Smith’s short story also alludes to the genocidal projects of the West in subtle ways: Fatou walks past the embassy 
for the first time on August 6, the anniversary of the Hiroshima bombing. Nodding to the title of Leni Riefenstahl’s 
film, Smith describes the Olympians’ “human sounds and efforts associated with the triumph of the will” (3, 7). (Of 
course, another instance of the Olympic Games—those in Hitler’s Berlin in 1936—also comes to mind.) Paired with 
the backdrop of the 2012 Olympics, their conversations expose what Lisa Lowe has called “the intimacies of four 
continents,” or the interconnections among Asia, Europe, Africa, and the Americas. 
91 Aarthi Vadde has also pointed out how, within the short story, Smith’s chapters of various lengths are their own 
types of partitioning in a literary genre in which “the whole is not supposed to have visible parts” (190).  
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genocide, forces a question: who, then, it might be asked, is watching the reader? By extension, 

the reader becomes implicated as yet another, more distant character, in the plot.  

Throughout the story, both Fatou and the narrator incorporate the embassy into their 

discourses. The narrator enlists the second-person plural (we, our, us) to consolidate a 

demographic identity: “We are from Willesden. Our minds tend toward the prosaic. I doubt there 

is a man or woman among us, for example, who, upon passing the Embassy of Cambodia for the 

first time, did not immediately think: ‘genocide’” (6).  Here, both the pronoun (the subject “we”) 

and the preposition (“from”) shore up the boundaries dividing those who hail from Willesden 

from those—like Fatou—who don’t. For every “we,” there is an implied “they”: those who are 

not from Willesden, those who do not immediately think “genocide.” In the minds of 

Willesdenians, the embassy becomes a metonym. It’s a part that stands in for the whole—not of a 

nation, or its even people, but of a single event: genocide. In this case, the word genocide 

occludes the individual humanity of Cambodians, blinding a person from seeing the nation—or, 

more importantly, its people—as connected to anything else.  

In a way, Fatou’s circle of attention is much smaller than the narrator’s: she is unaware of 

Cambodia’s past genocide. Yet, her ignorance paradoxically shortens the distance between her 

own humanity and the otherness of the Cambodians she observes entering and exiting the 

embassy. The circle of alterity contracts as she painstakingly wonders about one Cambodian 

woman’s “precise and utilitarian clothes,” her short black hair, and the content of her shopping 

bags (19-20). This is not, of course, to romanticize Fatou’s perceptions, which are tinged with 

prejudice and stereotype. Yet she feels a certain kinship with the Cambodians. The narrator tells 

us, “She both admired and slightly resented this self-reliance, but had no doubt that it was the 

secret to holding great power, as a people…They made their own arrangements. (Whether back at 
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home or here, the key to surviving as a people, in Fatou’s opinion, was to make your own 

arrangements)” (20-21).  

Even if Fatou lacks knowledge of the Cambodian genocide, she is keen to make sense of 

instances of other historical atrocities—in particular during her conversations with her Nigerian 

friend Andrew. During these discussions, the two characters grapple with the calculus of 

suffering—why, for instance, the Holocaust so often overshadows the Rwandan genocide. 

Fatou’s and Andrew’s numerical estimates of those killed in Rwanda (as well as in Hiroshima) 

are dramatically off base. The characters’ conversation reveals what Smith, in an interview, has 

called an “imperfect knowledge”: more people died in the Holocaust (estimates are approximately 

six million) than in Rwanda (usually estimated around one million) (qtd. in Smith and 

Leyshon).92 Still, for all of its numerical inaccuracies, in the bigger picture, their discussion 

speaks to a truth: how, on a global scale, in the abacus of deaths, some lives are valued more than 

others. Judith Butler writes of this imbalance of grievability in Precarious Life: “Some lives are 

grievable, and others are not; the differential allocation of grievability…operates to produce and 

maintain certain exclusionary conceptions of who is normatively human: what counts as a 

liveable life and grievable death?” (xiv-xv) In her own way, Fatou poses the same question as 

Butler. 

A particular vignette in “The Embassy of Cambodia” encompasses these themes of suffering, 

empathy, alterity, and grievability. Prompted by a religious leaflet of Andrew’s that starts with 

the headline, “WHY IS THERE PAIN?,” Fatou shares a story from her own past in Ghana. She 

recalls how, at the beachside hotel where she worked as a chambermaid, nine local children who 

did not know how to swim “washed up dead on the beach” (47). Fatou narrates to Andrew: 

 

92 For approximations of the numbers of deaths in the Rwandan genocide, see Lemarchand, “Rwanda: The State of 
Research.” For those in the Holocaust, see “Introduction to the Holocaust.”   
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“Some people were crying, maybe two people. Everyone else just shook their heads and carried 

on walking to where they were going” (47). Her story then pivots to a scene in Rome, in the next 

leg of her journey, where she witnessed a boy knocked dead from a bicycle. She recounts: 

“Everybody crying. They were not his family. They were only strangers” (48). In Italy, Fatou 

witnesses how haphazard violence—in this case, a bike accident—could briefly forge strangers 

into kin in the name of grief. A shared spectacle of unexpected death momentarily makes Others 

into non-Others. Andrew’s response to Fatou’s story draws on the image of water. “A tap runs 

fast the first time you turn it on,” he tells her (48). According to Andrew, when the spectacle of 

death is both rare and immediate, grief, it seems, comes in a deluge.  

Following Andrew’s metaphor of water, the story introduces a different type of scene of 

swimming. Swimming is one Fatou’s modes of resistance—by seizing the Derawals’ guest pass, 

she swims at their health club, making her own accommodation for what the narrator might call 

an “occasional pleasure.” It’s too easy to read her immersion in the chlorinated water as a return 

to a womb-like state. Instead, the scene’s motif rhymes with Fatou’s memories of the drowned 

children on the Ghanaian beach. The narrator tells us of Fatou: “Water made her think of more 

water” (50). For Fatou, to swim is both to survive and to not have to worry so immediately about 

survival. By insisting on the fact that she is a “guest” at the health club with a “guest pass,” she 

refuses the category of stranger, pushing back against the label of otherness. However, Fatou’s 

aquatic moments do not qualify as what LaCapra might call “harmonizing narratives,” or stories 

that sanitize suffering with a redemptive gloss (14). After all, the world of London 2012 still 

waits for her outside of the health club.  

In an interview, Smith has warned against romanticizing empathy, “a very limited emotion,” 

in literature, arguing, “you need to legislate for it, to encourage people into its practice—to 
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enforce it, if need be” (Smith and Leyshon).93 So, in this violent and imperfect world, how wide 

should that circle be? In the midst of daily routines, and “occasional pleasures, such as 

swimming,” how closely can a person follow the history and geopolitics of all the countries in the 

world? What exactly can literature, do—especially when, in the fight for human rights, to borrow 

from Mark Twain’s colleague, the Liberian activist Dihdwo Twe, its “result will always remain 

uncertain”? And what if there is no written or visual archive from which to build a story? 

No Archive, Only Repertoire: We Are Proud to Present a Presentation 
about the Herero of Namibia… 

Perhaps, in such cases, representations can no longer be confined to the page or even the 

screen. Instead, they migrate to the stage. In his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction,” Walter Benjamin differentiates between the experience of witnessing 

a performance on the screen and one on the stage: “The aura which, on the stage, emanates from 

Macbeth, cannot be separated for the spectators from that of the actor”; conversely, on film, the 

camera takes the role of the public spectator, and the aura “vanishes” (229). In other words, 

theatre, in which no two productions are exactly the same and in which no camera separates 

 

93 In a New Yorker interview, Smith expanded on the relationship literature, empathy, and legislation: “Part of 
establishing a “toehold” usually involves stepping on somebody else’s fingers, no? That’s in the nature of power, isn’t 
it? It’s always power over somebody. It would be nice to think there exists a natural allegiance between the weak and 
the not-quite-so-weak. I’m not sure that’s how it works. I don’t think it has anything in particular to do with 
immigration. It’s what Andrew might call a general human law. Why do millions of working mothers in the West, 
myself included, buy cheap clothes from stores they know employ working mothers in the East (and sometimes their 
children), in dangerous conditions, for pennies a day? Because we have economic power, and they don’t. Thoughts of 
sisterhood sometimes survive the temptation of a skirt for $10.99—sometimes not. And an essential part of our power 
is this freedom not to think too deeply about the matter. I think the Derawals simply don’t think about Fatou all that 
much. That’s the problem: they resent suddenly being made to think of her. We’re all capable of that kind of 
thoughtlessness; it’s how we live. It’s what makes the life we live possible. In the end, empathy is a very limited 
emotion. Here in the West we romanticize its power—especially in literature!—but the truth is empathy gets turned on 
and off as needs be. My own feeling is you need to legislate for it, to encourage people into its practice—to enforce it, 
if need be. Perhaps all those Wall Street bankers were perfectly nice people, too, who didn’t mean to hurt us as they 
did, but we shouldn’t rely on the vagaries of human personalities. Desperation, weakness, vulnerability—these things 
will always be exploited. You need to protect the weak, ring-fence them, with something far stronger than empathy” 
(Smith and Leyshon).  
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performer from public, diminishes the distance between actor and audience. Unlike a novel, 

words in a performed in a play are audibly voiced from the mouths of actors, not silently relayed 

on the pages in a book. As performance studies critic Diana Taylor writes in The Archive and the 

Repertoire, “performances function as vital acts of transfer, transmitting social knowledge, 

memory, and a sense of identity through re-iterated, or what Richard Schechner has called ‘twice-

behaved behavior’” (2-3). Taylor distinguishes between the “archive” (of “supposedly enduring 

materials” such as texts, bones, and artifacts) and “repertoire” (“embodied practice/knowledge” 

like “spoken language, dance, sports, ritual”)(19).  

In the absence of an extensive archive, the characters in Jackie Sibblies Drury’s 2012 

play find themselves turning to repertoire: a play within a play. We Are Proud to Present a 

Presentation about the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as Southwest Africa, from the 

German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884-1915, is a story about the impossibility of telling 

a story.94 The play chronicles the attempts of six present-day Western actors, both black and 

white, men and women, to tell the story of the Herero genocide. Eschewing linearity, Drury, an 

African American playwright, draws upon the mise en abyme narrative form that features in films 

in the previous chapter. In doing so, her play gestures toward the impossibility of telling a full 

story—especially given the lacunae of African voices in the archives—but underscores the need 

to try.  

Missing archives, a general lack of collective knowledge about the Herero history, and 

gendered and racial tensions among the characters all pose challenges to the actors in their 

 

94 As of this writing, it appears that the only published version of this play is the one performed at the Bush Theatre in 
London from February 28-April 12, 2014. Drury adds a note: “This version of the text differs from the original 
American and has been adapted by the playwright for the European premiere at the Bush Theater for a British cast” (4). 
I was unable to find a version of the American production in its entirety, only this short excerpt from the Dramatic 
Publishing Company: https://www.dramaticpublishing.com/media/pdf/excerpts/exWeAreProudToPresentWG9.pdf 
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attempts to communicate this historical event. The play toggles between “behind the scenes” 

scenes in which the actors prepare for their performance (which Drury calls “the process,” in 

which “we see glimpses of a rehearsal through a fourth wall”) and the performance itself (3). This 

effect, which fissures the boundaries between performance and process, fiction and reality, is 

vertiginous. Drury denies her audience a narrative compass with which to orient themselves, 

suggesting that when it comes to genocide, to think we understand it all, to believe that we are on 

solid ground, is impossible. Furthermore, the formal structure of the play—in which we, the 

audience, watch actors perform in front of a fictional audience—implicitly positions the “real 

life” audience as if in a mirror images to the audience in the play. One becomes conscious of 

one’s role, one’s (in)action, and one’s spectatorship. In the play’s universe, everyone is 

implicated in the story of this genocide—even if they do not realize it at first. 

-  

Drury’s play, which premiered April 2012 in Chicago, was not on the only U.S. 

production penned by a black woman to focus on human rights violations in Africa. Danai 

Gurira’s Eclipsed (2009), for instance, chronicles the experiences of women held captive during 

the Liberian Civil War. That same year witnessed the premiere of Ruined, the Pulitzer Prize-

winning drama by Lynn Nottage, which takes place in a Congolese brothel in the midst of civil 

war. Turning to the DRC’s neighboring country, Rwanda, Katori Hall’s Children of Killers 

(2011) addresses the legacies of violence passed down to the descendants of Hutu genocidaires. 

In Hall’s play, a group of ten young nameless figures, a ghostly presence that haunts the living 

characters’ dreams, embodies what is known as guhahamuka. In a prefatory note to the script, 

Hall translates this word from Kinyarwanda: “the point of speaking where words cease to exist. It 

is where breath refuses to make syllables, amounting to silence and emotion instead” (6). 

Perhaps, collectively, group of black women playwrights were turning to such questions of 



 

 210 

gender- and ethnic-based violence in attempts to document life and resist a world where even 

breath be denied to members of the black diaspora—as evident in the 2014 death of Eric Garner, 

whose last words indicate as such.   

While Gurira’s, Nottage’s, and Hall’s work focus on more recent historic violence on the 

continent, We Are Proud to Present… looks back to an event that occurred more than 100 years 

prior. Drury’s play examines the slipperiness of memory when it comes to an event that that is not 

often remembered: the German annihilation of over 80 percent of the Herero population in 

German South West Africa, now known as Namibia, in the single year of 1904 (Mamdani, When 

Victims Become Killers 10). While the suffering of the victims was not well documented, the 

genocidal intentions of German General Lothar von Trotha were inscribed in writing. In a letter, 

he explained his plan to suppress local Herero resistance to the forced labor of colonialism: “I 

believe that the nation as such should be annihilated” (qtd. in Mamdani 11).95 As historians such 

as Mahmood Mamdani have noted, the Europeans involved in German South West Africa 

included some of the future architects of the Holocaust. One them, geneticist Eugen Fischer, 

conducted research in the Herero concentration camps on “mulatto offspring” and, once back in 

Berlin, later trained Josef Mengele, who became infamous for his experiments on children in 

Auschwitz (12). In 1985, the United Nations issued a document known as the Whitaker Report, 

which surveyed the prevention and punishment of genocide and included “the German massacre 

of the Hereros in 1904” as the first in a list of several genocides that had preceded the “Nazi 

aberration” (9).96 Yet in spite of such written documentation, the label of “genocide” remains 

 

95 As Mamdani notes, Trotha had also put down local resistance to German colonialism in Rwanda, Burundi, and 
Tanzania and had written, “The exercise of violence with crass terrorism and even with gruesomeness was and is my 
policy. I destroy the African tribes with streams of blood and streams of money. Only following this cleansing can 
something new emerge, which will remain” (qtd. in When Victims Become Killers 12). 
96 The report also included “the Ottoman massacre of Armenians in 1915-1916, the Ukrainian program of Jews in 1919, 
the Tutsi massacre of Hutu in Burundi in 1965 and 1972, the Paraguayan massacre of Aché Indians prior to 1974, the 
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contested, as evident in the present-day efforts of the Hereros’ descendants to receive reparations 

from Germany.97 In the words of Reinhart Koessler, a German historian with expertise on 

Namibia, when it comes to the genocide, “There is still a colonial amnesia” (Onishi). Some of 

this denial is more subtle, even if unintentional: numerous scholars and public figures call the 

Armenian genocide, which took place in 1915, the first genocide of the twentieth century.98   

But according to We Are Proud to Present…, the problem lies not only in an active denial 

of genocide, but in a complete ignorance of it. The “most tragic death” is the kind that is “elided 

over as history is canonized,” Drury writes in a prefatory note entitled “Empathy by Another 

Name.”99 She continues that a death that is “not remembered, studied, imagined” is “stripped of 

its humanity, which seems to be, if not a fate worse than death, perhaps a death worse than 

death.” The playwright’s reflections on the elision of certain lives dovetails with Butler’s 

observation that “discourse itself effects violence through omission” (34). Indeed, omission 

proves a nearly insurmountable challenge to the play’s actors as they attempt to piece together 

evidence of violence, relying mostly on postcards written home by German soldiers, known as the 

Schutztruppe. The thread of the story of the Herero proves elusive throughout the play, and 

Drury’s characters find themselves struggling to orient their audience and themselves to the 

historic and geographical contours of German South West Africa. In one of the play’s early acts, 

 

Khmer Rouge massacre of Kampuchea between 1975 and 1978, and the contemporary Iranian killings of Bahai’is” (9-
10). 
97 As Marion Wallace writes in History of Namibia: From the Beginning to 1990, “it is important to name what 
happened in 1904-8 as a genocide, not least because those who deny this continue to foster a debate that is really ‘a 
constant exercise in denial of historical evidence.’ Because of the tenacity with which they make their arguments, it 
needs to be restated that the way in which they minimize African suffering is contrary to the weight of historical 
evidence and conclusions of most recent research” (181). See also Melber. 
98 For example, in his introduction to the screenplay of the 1919 silent film Ravished Armenia, historian Anthony Slide 
notes that Armenia “holds a sorry place in history as the site of…the first genocide of the twentieth century” (5). Before 
the centenary commemorations of the Armenian genocide (in 2015), Pope Francis referred to the event as “the first 
genocide of the Twentieth Century” (“Q&A: Armenian Genocide Dispute”).  
99 There is no page number in this prefatory note, which appears three pages before the book’s title page. 
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they start with a PowerPoint presentation, giving a timeline of Namibia’s colonization by Britain 

and Germany, before explaining that much of their story will rely on an archive of postcards (9). 

The missives penned by German soldiers to their loved ones in Europe soon prove an 

evasive and frustrating piece of evidence. As Actor 6 (listed in the cast of characters as “Black 

Woman”) observes in frustration puts it, “There’s like no violence” (21). Later, Actor 2 (listed as 

“Black Man”), exasperated with the postcards’ descriptions of romantic longing, homesickness, 

and the local climate, sardonically imagines an alternative narrative told by a soldier: “Dear 

Sarah, I’m killing black people every single day but I’m not going to tell you about that not when 

I can talk some more boring shit about your garden or your tree or your boring skinny arse” (56). 

Eventually, the actors decide to resort to their own imaginations: Actor 6 (Black Woman) protests 

how voices of the Germans are crowding out the Africans: “We need to see more of the Herero. 

We do. And you know what? The letters aren’t enough” (57). In this moment, the chasm in the 

archive gapes open. 

This absence of Herero perspective(s), eclipsed in the archives by the Germans’ letters 

and postcards, leads to broader questions about what counts as a “genocide” and the synonymity 

of the crime with the Holocaust.  

Actor 1: I’m not saying the genocide was made up. I’m just saying we don’t 
have physical evidence— 
Actor 6: So where do you think all the people went? 
Actor 1: I’m not saying it didn’t happen— 
Actor 4: Because we know that it happened. 
Actor 6: We’ve done research— 
Actor 3: But we haven’t found anything about / the Herero. 
Actor 2: We did all kinds of searches— 
Actor 1: Yea, on the internet. 
Actor 6: Yes— 
Actor 1: But these letters are the only physical evidence of— 
Actor 5: He’s just saying that it’s not like the Holocaust… 
Actor 1: With the Holocaust, we have documents, we have testimonials, we have 
pictures. 
Actor 6: There are pictures of the Herero— 
Actor 1: But not— 
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Actor 6: That old woman, who had been forced out into the desert, and barely made it, 
she was starved half to death, and she looked exactly like those pictures from— 
Actor 1: But we don’t know who she is. We have no idea who she is. 
Actor 3: We don’t even know her name. 
Actor 1: Six million people / and we know all of their names. /Every single one. 
And— 
Actor 4: We don’t know the Herero names. (58-59)   

 
Much like the discussion between Fatou and Andrew in Zadie Smith’s “The Embassy of 

Cambodia,” the factual content of this stretch of dialogue is not completely accurate. For 

instance, can each of the names of those who died in the Holocaust be known? Still, in the bigger 

picture, the actors’ debate speaks to a truth resonant of the conversation between Smith’s 

characters of Fatou and Andrew: how, on a global scale, some lives are recorded and often valued 

more than others. 

Lest the actors assume that the history of the Herero is quarantined from their own, 

Drury’s plot dramatizes how racialized prejudice infiltrates present-day interactions. In spite of 

the six actors’ multiracial and well-intentioned efforts to commemorate the genocide of the 

Herero, the play reminds its audience that the twenty-first century is no post-racial paradise. 

These differences in perspective emerge, for example, when Actor 6 (Black Woman) reflects on a 

connection she feels across space, time, and culture with a photograph of a Herero woman in a 

magazine article: “She looked like my grandmother. And suddenly I felt like I have a lineage. I 

felt like maybe I have a place a specific country a specific homeland and I could say there. My 

family is from there. And I found that because my grandmother came to me and told me about a 

genocide, where eight out of every then people in this tribe had been murdered” (56). This 

diasporic kinship is not shared with the white characters. At one point, Actor 2 (Black Man) 

corrects the efforts of Actor 1 (White Man) to reconstruct the story from the postcards, “No no 

no. This is some Out-of-Africa-African-Queen-bullshit you all are pulling here, ok?” (45). 

Gradually, legacies of racism, sexism, and imperialism creep into the characters’ interactions as 
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they attempt to stage episodes from the past, which culminates, in the play’s final scenes, in a 

mock lynching of one of the black men by the two white male characters (101).  

Souvenir 

One may assume that the United States played no role in the history of the Herero 

genocide. But the country has in fact played an erratic role from the sidelines, both on behalf of 

the German perpetrators but also in defense of the Herero victims. At the dawn of the twentieth 

century, unlike publicity surrounding the atrocities in the Belgian Congo, which Twain and his 

colleagues at the Congo Reform Association helped to publicize only a year later, in 1905, the 

U.S. media whitewashed the atrocities in Southwest Africa. Newspaper headlines such the one in 

the Fort Worth Telegram about “The Native Uprising in Southwest Africa,” perpetuated racist 

and imperial stereotypes about “filthy and immoral” “rebels,” framing the Herero, “magnificent 

specimens of physical manhood,” as the aggressor against colonial forces (2). In 1924, the 

American Museum of Natural History in New York (AMNH-NYC) obtained the personal 

collection of Felix von Luschan, an Austrian-born anthropologist who had solicited bones from 

German colonial officers. Purchased for $41,500 from Luschan’s widow, the acquisition nearly 

doubled the museum’s physical anthropology holdings (Gross; Stoecker et al. 10). In the Luschan 

collection, eight of the remains are from Namibia, and two of the sets of bones were collected 

from sites of German concentration camps of the Herero (Gross).  

In the following century, the genocidal origins of the museum’s collection came to light, 

thanks in part to the efforts of the Charité Human Remains Project, which researched the remains 

of 57 men and women from the former German South West Africa.100 In 2017, the OvaHerero, 

Mbanderu and Nama Genocides Institute, an advocacy association, issued a press release 

 

100 See Stoecker and Winkelmann. 
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describing how Namibians living in the United States had been alerted to the origins of the bones 

in August 2017 by the nongovernmental organization Berlin Postkolonial (1). The statement goes 

on to detail how the time frame of Luschan’s collection corresponds with that of the 

concentration camps, in which female prisoners “were forced to boil severed heads of murdered 

OvaHerero and Nama prisoners and clean them with sharp glass—sometimes these victims were 

family members and often acquaintances” (1). ONGI concludes the press release with the 

expressed hope that the museum would “verify and document these remains as victims of German 

colonial atrocities and provide as much information as possible, including how they died, where 

they came from, and the path they took to the AMNH-NYC, so that they can be returned with 

dignity to Namibia” (2). In March 2019, a U.S. judge dismissed the lawsuit that would have 

required Germany to pay for genocide-related damages, saying that Germany was “immune” 

from the claims of the Herero and Nama tribes (Stempel).101 The symbolism of this theft of 

skulls, these plundered souvenirs of genocidal violence, is almost too obvious. Skeletons—

smashed, stolen, violated—are in the closets, the museums, of U.S. culture, of the world at large. 

For decades, they were hiding in plain sight. Even if the United States were not directly involved 

in the violence that occurred in German South West Africa, it curated, celebrated, and 

taxonomized its carnage in the name of anthropology.  

The 2017 press statement from OvaHerero, Mbanderu and Nama Genocides Institute 

about the human remains in AMNH-NYC concludes with an image of a postcard from Shark 

Island Concentration Camp that circulated during the colonial era (figure 12).  

 

101 Daniel Gross explains that the Herero chose to challenge Germany in a U.S. federal court under the Alien Tort 
Statute, “an unusual law that has allowed foreigners to sue perpetrators of human right violations” (“Why the Herero of 
Namibia Are Suing Germany for Reparations”). 
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Figure 12: Herero Skulls are loaded into crates at Shark Island Concentration 
Camp in what was known as German South West Africa (present-day Namibia). This 

image, circa 1903, circulated on German postcards. Public domain. 

The postcard features the image of a German soldier loading one of many skulls into a crate, with 

two colleagues looking on. It is a souvenir, a word bequeathed from French whose etymology can 

be traced from the verb souvenir, or “to remember.” It is a flashpoint of what Mbembe might call 

“topographies of cruelty” (40). The caption, translated from German, describes the scene:  
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A case with Herero skulls was recently packed through the troops in Deutsch-Süd-West-
Afrika and sent to the Institute of Pathology in Berlin, where they are to be used for 
scientific measurements. The skulls, that were cleansed from their flesh and made 
transportable by Herero women using glass shards, are the ones of Herero who were 
hanged or who fell (3).  
 

This postcard, a genocidal tableau, most likely traversed a continent and an ocean, crossing the 

threshold of a private home, where it may have been read, cherished, and by a German citizen—

most likely a wife or mother of a soldier. Violence can become ordinary: it can be documented in 

such a postcard of German soldiers, loading Herero skulls, scraped clean of flesh, into a crate. 

Drury’s play reminds us it is as important to listen for and imagine the voices that were not 

recorded and not heard. If we follow critic Tina Campt’s example and “listen to images” by 

“taking a counterintuitive approach to understand quiet as well as the quotidian,” then the once 

silenced voices might emerge (5). 

In the name of civilization, even of humanitarianism, voices may be muted, contorted, or 

silenced. As Walter Benjamin famously wrote, “There is no document of civilization which is not 

at the same time a document of barbarism” (256). Historical examples abound. Some patriarchal 

hand erased photographer Alice Seeley Harris’ name from the credits of her images captured in 

the Belgian Congo, replacing it with that of her husband. Aurora Mardiganian’s memoir, 

Ravished Armenia, an eyewitness account of genocidal butchery, was transposed by American 

humanitarians and screenwriters into the genre of white slavery film with a touch of Orientalism. 

Anne Frank’s death in Bergen-Belsen was cut from the reels of American director George 

Steven’s 1959 film version. Hotel Rwanda, like its cinematic kin, Schindler’s List, to which it 

was so often compared, stubbornly insists on a hopeful ending for a hero whose integrity has 

since been questioned by his own country. As we have seen, other films follow a similar pattern 

of “harmonizing narratives,” insisting on psychological uplift. Other Hollywood stories of 

genocide, including The Killing Fields, conclude with an optimistic outcome, the implicit promise 
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of “never again.” Stubbornly, these Americanized versions of the story insist on inspiration, a 

word whose etymology means “the act of breathing or inhaling” (“inspiration, n.”).  

The German postcards, as the play We Wish to Present… dramatizes, privilege the voices 

and viewpoint of the perpetrators. They do not call genocide by its name, but the crime is still 

there, much like the Herero skeletons in AMNY-NYC, hiding in plain sight. This phenomenon 

dovetails with the lessons bequeathed by the curated decrees in Lemkin’s Axis Rule, Margaret 

Bourke-White’s portrait of Nazi housewives, the Civil Rights Congress’ manifesto against the 

U.S. government, Stanley Kramer’s cinematic indictment of juridical genocide in Nuremberg, 

and Hannah Arendt’s analysis of “the banality of evil.” And if these objects of study document 

genocide taking place abroad, the repercussions of these representations resonate in and often 

even implicate the United States. Words can document or label genocidal violence, but they can 

also erase or occlude it. It is fitting in this regard that Drury’s play ends with silence. Actor 4 

(listed as “Another Black Man”), after taking down a noose from the set, a reenactment of an 

imagined lynching of a Herero by German soldiers, “tries to speak, but he fails” (102). Perhaps 

such silence is best described through the Rwandan concept of guhahamuka: the moment in the 

aftermath of suffering when words—even one as powerful as “genocide”—cease to exist. In such 

moments, only breath remains, precarious as human life. 
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