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Re-theorising the genocide-ecocide nexus: Raphael Lemkin and

ecocide in the Amazon

The genocide-ecocide nexus has become the topic of a small but growing body of
scholarly literature. This literature has largely relied on the original concept of
genocide as developed by Raphael Lemkin, with a particular focus on how he
conceived of colonialism and cultural genocide. While these foci are both
legitimate and helpful, Lemkin's later work offers a different approach in
theorising the nexus. After detailing the post-war development of Lemkin's
thought from eight 'fields' of genocide to three genocidal ‘'methods’, | demonstrate
how his later framework better accounts for the intersection between ecocide and
genocide and | find precedent for it in Lemkin's unpublished work on the History
of Genocide, in which he discusses the case of indigenous peoples in California. |
then test my modified genocide-ecocide nexus against the case of deforestation in
the Amazon. | argue that Lemkin's later thought better theorises the relationship
between micro- and macro-level ecological destruction. It also reveals a missing
link in the genocide-ecocide nexus: ecocide is the type of violence that, by its
nature, increases the likelihood of future genocides. I conclude that post-ecocide
resource scarcity as a driver of genocide often plays an integral role in the

genocide-ecocide nexus.

Keywords: genocide; ecocide; Amazon; Lemkin

Introduction

Today’s global environmental crisis is also a human crisis, a cultural crisis, and a moral
one. Around the world, as ecosystems are being destroyed,* planetary boundaries
exceeded,? and fundamental geological processes increasingly influenced by human
activities,® cultures and languages, which is to say peoples, are also disappearing.* This
destruction, disappearance, and erasure, at once social and ecological, is tragic. It is
also tragically ironic: in eliminating human and ecological diversity, it is likely that we
are also killing our best hopes for survival, for sustainability, and for justice.®

For Hannah Arendt, the elimination of human diversity (genocide) constituted a

profound attack on the category of humanity as such, an attack that fundamentally



altered what it meant to be a human person.® Raphael Lemkin, the legal scholar who
first introduced the word ‘genocide’ as both a sociological concept and an international
crime, basically agreed with Arendt’s insight.” Years after Lemkin’s coinage, the word
‘ecocide’ would similarly emerge as a way to describe events analogous to genocide,
but whose victims are natural ecosystems rather than human groups.® Transposing
Arendt’s (and Lemkin’s) logic, we might then say that the destruction of natural
ecosystems is an attack on the category of life as such, an attack that does violence to
all living beings by fundamentally altering what it means to be alive. The campaign for
ecocide to be recognized as a crime under international law continues today.®

The relationship between ecocide and genocide also runs much deeper than mere
linguistic resonance and, in recent years, a concept now known as the genocide-ecocide
nexus has emerged to better articulate this relationship.? In this article, | develop a new
understanding of those aspects of the genocide-ecocide nexus that are based on Raphael
Lemkin’s original thought. By returning to Lemkin’s work, particularly his later and
largely unpublished writings, | demonstrate that he was sensitive to the occurrence of
what is now referred to as ecologically induced genocide,* and that the tripartite
anatomy of genocide (centred around the three methods of physical, biological, and
cultural genocide) that Lemkin developed as an analytical and comparative tool for the
study of genocide cases offers a strong conceptual ground for the genocide-ecocide
nexus today. Lemkin’s tripartite schema offers a particularly promising way to
understand how ecologically induced genocides occur because ecocide functions so as
to cripple or destroy social groups on a number of different levels, each of which is
captured by Lemkin’s three methods. Lemkin also offers an important insight about the
relationship between ecocide, resource scarcity, and genocide, namely, that the

destruction of natural ecosystems can also lead to competition for scarce resources and,



eventually, mass violence. Current work on the genocide-ecocide nexus has missed
these contributions because it has focused too much on Lemkin’s earlier and less mature
work. Following Lemkin, my retheorisation better articulates the relationship between
ecocide and genocide and will offer researchers a helpful conceptual tool in their efforts
to articulate and analyse the ongoing social and ecological destruction we are now
seeing around the world.

After presenting Lemkin’s original thought and offering a new way to theorise
the conceptual aspects of the genocide-ecocide nexus, | turn to the ongoing social and
ecological destruction of the Amazon, and particularly the possibility of reaching a
deforestation tipping point, as a way of demonstrating the utility of my new nexus. | use
Lemkin’s three methods of genocide as a way to frame the social impacts of Amazonian
ecocide and | show that Lemkin’s insights about resource scarcity and the cyclic nature
of environmental violence hold true today as well. While other authors have described
ongoing ecocide and genocide in the Amazon before,*?> my new genocide-ecocide nexus
is attentive to particular dimensions of that crisis that often go underdiscussed. It also
presents a basis for systematic comparative study in the Lemkinian tradition that is more
robust and flexible than other formulations.

My reading of Lemkin and my use of the term ‘genocide’ emerge from what is
now known as the post-liberal school of genocide studies,*® which is notable in part for
its departure from the legal definition of genocide as formulated in the U.N. Genocide
Convention. Although Lemkin famously advocated on its behalf, the legal definition is
‘beset with conceptual shortcomings’.* It is also quite narrow, stipulating that genocide
can only happen to certain types of human groups, be accomplished through a limited
list of acts, and be said to take place only where there is specific intent ‘to destroy, in

whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such’.*® The post-



liberal school tends to follow Lemkin’s original and broader definition of the term,
namely, ‘the destruction of certain human groups’.*6 While Lemkin was not ignorant of
questions of intent and culpability,'’ he also understood genocide to be ‘a gradual
process’!8 and believed it was intrinsically tied to political economic structures like
colonialism.*® A traditionally liberal and legalistic worldview is unfortunately blind to
these characteristics of genocide and thus also ultimately fails in its attempts to
understand the violent destruction of human diversity we see today.?°

A robust theorisation of the genocide-ecocide nexus is more necessary now than
ever. As human and biological diversity continue to be destroyed, we need theoretical
apparatuses like this one in order to be able to name, understand, and reverse these
processes. In the next section, | summarise current reflection on the genocide-ecocide
nexus with a special focus on Lemkin’s thought, both as a way of presenting the
concept in more detail and in order to clarify the baseline against which | will offer my

re-theorisation.

I. Understanding the genocide-ecocide nexus

The genocide-ecocide nexus has recently become the subject of a growing body of
academic literature that aims to better understand the intersections between the
destruction of ecosystems (ecocide) and the destruction of human groups (genocide).?
Primarily, the nexus is born of the experience of indigenous peoples around the world.
As the European and North American colonial project encompassed the globe, as the
sphere of capitalism expanded, and then as formal relationships of colonisation were
succeeded by neo-colonisation, indigenous peoples were witness and subject to horrific
physical, cultural, and ecological violence. In many parts of the world, they still are.
Indigenous peoples are surely not the only victims of genocide and ecocide, but it is

their suffering and resistance that has most illuminated the nexus as a particular type of



violence and it has often been their voices that have brought its different manifestations
to light. Raoni Metuktire, for example, chief of the indigenous Kayapo people in Brazil,

writes,

When you cut down the trees you assault the spirits of our ancestors. . . . When you

weaken the land like that, it starts to die. If the land dies, if our Earth dies, then

none of us will be able to live, and we too will all die.?

In Metuktire's estimation, then, cutting down trees constitutes a multivalent assault that
simultaneously targets his culture, his planet, and his group's survival. The core insights
here are that (1) the destruction of ecosystems and the destruction of human groups
often occur together, (2) they are mutually conditioning, and (3) they are driven by
overlapping processes. The genocide-ecocide nexus, then, is not simply one intersection
between two crimes, but rather a collection of intersecting histories, processes, and
impacts, all of which threaten the destruction of both human groups and the ecosystems
in which they live.

When Martin Crook and Damien Short first theorised the genocide-ecocide
nexus in 2014, they suggested it contain two primary components. The first
component was their contention that, especially in the case of indigenous groups whose
identity and wellbeing are intimately wrapped up in the integrity of the ecosystems in
which they live, ecocide, or the large-scale destruction of natural ecosystems, can
become a method of both cultural and physical genocide.?* The second component of
the nexus as articulated by Crook and Short was the role of colonialism (understood as

an ongoing, inherently genocidal project)? and capitalism, which they argued drive and



legitimate the dispossession of native peoples from their lands, the extraction of natural
resources, and the genocidal and ecocidal consequences of these actions.2®
Significantly, Crook and Short were not the first to make these or similar
arguments. As early as 1968, Jean-Paul Sartre argued that colonisation 'is by its very
nature an act of cultural genocide'?” and that genocide 'came out of the internal
structures of capitalist democracies'.?® He also understood ecological destruction to be a
method of physical genocide that worked in cooperation with other genocidal
techniques, including the following when he accused the United States of genocide in
Vietnam: 'villages burned, the populace subjected to massive bombing, livestock shot,
vegetation destroyed by defoliants, crops ruined by toxic aerosols, and everywhere
indiscriminate shooting, murder, rape, and looting' (emphasis mine).?° Notably, the acts
of ecological destruction mentioned by Sartre as methods of genocide are the same acts
that would inspire the movement against ecocide just a few years later.3° The literature
on the genocide-ecocide nexus, however, tends to more heavily cite Robert Davis and
Mark Zannis' 1973 work, The Genocide Machine in Canada, as an early precedent.3!
Like Sartre, Davis and Zannis recognised the influence of colonialism and capitalism in
driving what they described as ‘environmental genocide'.3? Daniel Brook's 1998 article
on the environmental genocide of Native Americans was also influential.®® In this way,
the arguments Crook and Short developed were available in protean form before they
wrote. What others left implicit, however, Crook and Short explicitly theorized,
integrating Marxist political ecology and a Lemkinian understanding of genocide to

produce a powerful critique.

L.1 Lemkin’s thought as conceptual nexus between genocide and ecocide
Crook and Short’s then-novel use of Raphael Lemkin integrated and conceptually

grounded the relationship between genocide and ecocide. Their reading of Lemkin



focused on a few key elements of his thought. First, the conceptual centrality that other
genocide scholars often afforded to mass killing was brought into question by a lengthy
and diverse list of genocidal techniques that appears throughout Lemkin's unpublished
research notes.3* The list includes a number of techniques that have nothing to do with
mass killing, such as 'separation of families', 'destruction of cultural centres', and
'forceful conversion'.3® Second, Crook and Short adopted Lemkin's understanding of
cultural genocide, wherein the destruction of a group's culture is considered to be
another way of committing genocide, standing alongside physical genocide as a method
of equal stature and gravity. As Crook and Short put it, 'the central ontological assertion
for Lemkin was that culture integrates human societies and is a necessary pre-condition
for the realisation of individual material needs'.%® This ontological assertion is what led
Lemkin to view 'physical and cultural genocide not as two distinct phenomena, but
rather one process that could be accomplished through a variety of means' (emphasis in
the original).®” The third key element of Lemkin's thought that informed the genocide-
ecocide nexus was the relationship between colonisation and genocide. Here, Short
followed A. Dirk Moses' contention that ‘genocide for Lemkin . . . was necessarily
imperial and colonial in nature',® concluding in his 2016 book, Redefining Genocide,
that the coloniality of Lemkin's genocide concept made it a privileged lens for the study
of 'colonisation processes and their socially destructive effects'.®

Crook and Short's use of Lemkin provided a number of advantages over the
legal definition of genocide, which can only understand ecological destruction as
‘conditions of life calculated to bring about [the group's] physical destruction in whole
or in part'.*° This language is inferior to the genocide-ecocide nexus because it fails to
describe the relationships human groups, and especially indigenous peoples, have with

the ecosystems in which they live; the exclusive focus on 'physical destruction' neglects



the other modalities through which ecological destruction destroys human groups; and
its intent requirement precludes it from being used in the vast majority of ecocide cases,
where the pursuit of profit is usually the primary goal and the ecologically mediated
destruction of human groups is simply considered to be an acceptable cost. As the
genocide-ecocide nexus was developed and taken up by others, Lemkin's understanding
of culture would continue to substantiate the seriousness and articulate the concrete
impacts of the social destruction wrought by ecocide. Likewise, the colonial nature of
his concept provided a point of entry for a line of criticism that understood ecocide and
genocide as products of social and economic systems. Crook, Short, and South
summarized the way Lemkin's thought grounded the genocide-ecocide nexus as

follows:

It is precisely the overlooked and misunderstood categories and properties of
genocide—the key concept of culture and the insoluble link with colonisation, that
are pivotal in capturing both the historical and lived experience of culturally
vulnerable groups like indigenous peoples around the world (emphasis in

original).*

For many aspects of Lemkin's thought, Crook, Short, and other authors rely
quite heavily on Axis Rule in Occupied Europe and other pieces of Lemkin's earlier
work,* such as the secretariat draft of the Genocide Convention.** (When I distinguish
between Lemkin's earlier and later work in this article, | consider the unpublished
historical and conceptual scholarship he began producing after working on the
secretariat draft of the Genocide Convention in 1947 to constitute the later corpus,
while the secretariat draft and the work leading up to it constitute the earlier.) While the
conclusions genocide-ecocide scholars have drawn regarding culture and colonisation

are both helpful and legitimate, the focus on Lemkin's earlier work has also contributed

to (1) a prevailing interpretation of Lemkin's understanding of human groups as 'largely
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nationalistic' and 'static'** and (2) the addition of ecocide alongside Lemkin's original
eight fields' of genocide.*® In the next section, | demonstrate how Lemkin's later
thought developed beyond these two features, requiring less modification to his original
work than previously supposed and providing a more graceful way to theorise the
genocide-ecocide nexus.

It is also worth noting that while most genocide-ecocide scholars have followed
Crook and Short in their use of Lemkin's original thought, the conceptual grounding
they developed is not universally employed.*® For the most part, however, it is
Lemkin's thought that appears throughout the literature on genocide and ecocide and it
is his emphasis on the cultural and colonial aspects of genocide that continues to
ground debate.* It is Lemkin's later, largely unpublished work on these topics to which

I now turn.

I1. Re-reading Lemkin, re-theorising the genocide-ecocide nexus

Axis Rule in Occupied Europe is often erroneously interpreted to be a sufficiently
representative example of Lemkin's thought on genocide. | suggest, instead, that Axis
Rule is best interpreted as the starting point for what later became the central project of
Lemkin's life, a project that matured significantly over time, and that his later (post-
1947) writings are comparatively more helpful when it comes to understanding
genocide and ecocide. In what follows, | present a few of the developments that are
most relevant to the genocide-ecocide nexus and illustrate how they suggest a re-
theorisation of the nexus today.

The overestimation of the significance of Axis Rule within Lemkin's thought is
largely due to misleading statements made by Lemkin himself.#¢ He often presented the
book and his related campaigns to outlaw genocide, first at Nuremburg and then at the

United Nations,* as if they were the culmination of a project he had begun in 1933,
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when he proposed that the League of Nations outlaw 'barbarity' and 'vandalism'.%® In
reality, 'barbarity' and 'vandalism' were first developed by Vespasian Pella,>* not
Lemkin, and it seems that Lemkin only began to study genocide with any consistency
after war broke out in Europe. He spent much of the 1930's focused on other projects.5?
As a result, the concept of genocide he presented in Axis Rule is best interpreted as a
first attempt rather than the last word.

It is also true that Axis Rule is much more notable for its collection of Nazi laws
of occupation than for its early definition of genocide. In the entire 712-page text,
Lemkin develops the concept of genocide only in his seven-page preface and his
seventeen-page chapter of the same name.>3 The chapter on genocide, where he first
elaborates the concept, is also very clearly intended to describe Nazi genocide, not
genocide as such. When Lemkin introduces his section on genocidal techniques, he

writes,

The technigues of genocide, which the German occupant has developed in the

various occupied countries, represent a concentrated and coordinated attack upon

all elements of nationhood. Accordingly, genocide is being carried out in the

following fields (emphasis mine).>*
Lemkin's early focus on genocide as carried out by the Nazis has also led many scholars
to misconstrue what were really intended to be descriptive statements about the
Holocaust as being definitive statements about genocide as such. This is the context
behind Thomas M. Butcher's misuse of the phrase 'synchronised attack',>® which Short
has correctly responded to by citing comparatively more central pieces of Lemkin's
thought.%6

There are, of course, many components of Lemkin’s original thought that are
fully present in Axis Rule and which he conserved throughout his life. The colonial and

cultural dimensions of genocide, for example, are among them.%” But Lemkin's thought
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also developed in some key ways between the 1944 publication of Axis Rule and his

death in 1959.

1.1 Families of mind and social death

Many interpreters of Lemkin, including those who draw on his thought to support
sustained reflection on the genocide-ecocide nexus, have argued that his conception of
social groups is simply 'untenable’ today,* describing it as both 'nationalistic' and
'static’.>® In Axis Rule, he seems to treat national groups as homogenous bodies, each
possessing a 'biological structure'®® and a 'national psychology'.%* To be clear, there is
also evidence in his later work that he may have continued to conceive of groups as
'distinct and autonomous wholes' and failed to account for their plasticity and
adaptability;®? the documentary evidence is such that it is difficult to determine whether
Lemkin's thought truly developed on this point or he was simply inconsistent.
Whichever is true, Douglas Irvin-Erickson has complicated the prevailing interpretation
of Lemkin's understanding of social groups, arguing instead that 'Lemkin saw nations as
"families of mind", types of "imagined communities” who shared common beliefs and
sentiments, whose identities were plastic, and whose members shared a belief that they
were part of the group'.®® If Irvin-Erickson is correct, it is likely that Lemkin's
understanding of group life is more tenable today than generally thought. However, this
exceedingly minimal definition of social groups apparently also led Lemkin to believe
that ‘those who play cards, or those who engage in unlawful trade practices or in
breaking up unions' were members of groups that could be susceptible to genocide.®* He
wrote as much in an unpublished article Irvin-Erickson dates to the early 1950's.5°
Lemkin's ‘families of mind' are problematic for the genocide-ecocide nexus
because many authors have heavily relied on Claudia Card's contention that 'social

death is utterly central to the evil of genocide',%® and as Mohammed Abed has argued,®’
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social groups must display a clear set of features to be susceptible to the harm of social
death, including ‘consent’ to group membership, a ‘comprehensive’ culture, and the
threat of an ‘arduous exit’. It is not clear that Lemkin's families of mind would in all
cases satisfy these three criteria. It seems that, for Lemkin, the primary harm of
genocide was not social death, but rather the erasure of human diversity. In Irvin-
Erickson's words, 'Lemkin envisioned genocide as a crime against the "human cosmos"
because it destroyed cultural diversity'.®® It was very literally a crime against humanity,
an attack on what it means to be human.°

If we take seriously Lemkin's belief that card players and strike breakers could
become victims of genocide, and that the destruction of a human group is primarily a
crime against humanity as such, we cannot also assume that the centring of social death
is immediately compatible with Lemkin’s concept of genocide. To be clear, Card’s and
Abed’s contributions have been integral to the development of a definition of genocide
that displays true conceptual coherence. Their contributions are also consistent with
many people’s moral intuitions that the primary victims of genocide are members of the
target group and that a suppression of card players or strike breakers would not possess
the same moral gravity as the destruction of groups that meet Abed’s stringent criteria.

The concept of social death need not be abandoned. However, the current
depiction of its relation to Lemkin’s original thought (i.e., basically compatible if we
update Lemkin’s static conception of group life) can no longer be considered accurate,
if only because it is not at all clear that Lemkin had a static conception of group life. |
suspect the most promising avenue for future work will be to simply admit that this is a
weakness in Lemkin’s thought that needs to be supplemented by more recent
scholarship. However, a full recovery of the concept of social death is outside the scope

of this article. | trust that utilising Lemkin's thought more fully and temporarily



14

suspending my own use of the concept of social death will be sufficient for my purposes
here. | leave it to other scholars to more systematically contend with the inconsistency

between the concept of social death and Lemkin’s ‘families of mind’.

11.2 From eight *fields’ to three 'methods’

Where Lemkin used eight ‘fields' to categorise techniques of Nazi genocide in Axis
Rule, he later transitioned to using three umbrella ‘methods' to discuss genocide in
general.”* The methods were physical, biological, and cultural genocide.’ This
transition represented much more than a simple reorganisation of genocidal acts; the
conceptual difference between ‘fields' and 'methods’ in Lemkin’s thought is significant.
Where the eight ‘fields' were structured according to the nature of their component
techniques, the three 'methods’ instead focused on how particular techniques destroyed
human groups. This shift allows for techniques of genocide that threaten group life
through multiple avenues, such as ecocide, to be understood more fully and it better
articulates how genocide occurs. It is important to note here that, while Lemkin
generally uses the words ‘fields’, ‘methods’, and ‘techniques’ So as to consistently
denote three distinct concepts, this does not reflect their usage in the genocide studies
literature as a whole. | follow Lemkin’s usage, specifically as found in his later work, in
order to maintain conceptual clarity and to emphasize how his understanding of
genocide shifted in the late 1940’s.

As mentioned previously, the eight ‘fields’ of genocide Lemkin articulated in
Axis Rule were explicitly developed to describe Nazi atrocities in Europe, not genocide
as such.” The fields he included (political, social, cultural, economic, biological,
physical, religious, and moral) provided him with convenient categories with which to
organize the Nazis' genocidal 'techniques', a word that, for him, always referred to

discrete acts that could be employed to commit genocide, not the categories (‘fields' or
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'methods") into which they fell.” It was three years after the publication of Axis Rule, in
1947, when Lemkin began work on the secretariat draft of the Genocide Convention
with Henri Donnedieu de Vabres and Vespasian Pella,” that his collaborators
convinced him to categorise the techniques of genocide they would put forward as
prohibited acts under the headings, 'physical’, 'biological’, and ‘cultural'.”® Although
Lemkin was not initially pleased with the distinction (it was used by the United States
and France to 'make sure any potential convention would not apply to the actions of
their own governments'),”” he eventually adopted physical, biological, and cultural
genocide as his three umbrella 'methods' into which genocidal techniques would fall.
Lemkin described the new schema in an unpublished essay entitled ‘Nature of
Genocide":

The concept of genocide is based upon the treatment of a human group as an

organic entity. I would set out three basic phases in the life of a human group.

Namely, physical existence, and biological continuity through procreation and

through raising children. The third phase deals with spiritual life, namely with the

preservation of spiritual values, their expression and their creation. Certainly this is

the theoretical structure of this concept.”
Interestingly, Lemkin uses the word 'spiritual’ here, where he almost always uses
‘cultural’ in other writings.” It seems that he considered them to be interchangeable. It is
not entirely clear why this is, but it may be that he thought of them both as viable ways
of referring to that intangible thing which gives a human group continuity in spite of
concrete and observable change and adaptation, what Irvin-Erickson refers to as the
‘family of mind'.&° Whatever Lemkin's justification, after the secretariat draft was
completed in 1947, he always conserved what he refers to here as 'the theoretical

structure of this concept',®* his tripartite anatomy of genocide.
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In Lemkin's tripartite schema, the physical method of genocide included any act
that visited physical harm upon members of the target group, including ‘'massacre’,
'mutilation’, and 'deprivation of livelihood'. The biological method of genocide referred
specifically to acts that targeted social and biological reproduction; it could include the
'separation of families', 'sterilization’, and forced abortions. The cultural method of
genocide included attacks on group 'leadership’, 'symbols’, and even 'codes of
behaviour',2? all of which Lemkin believed would result in suffering for group members
and irretrievable cultural losses for humanity.® Significantly, he often modified his lists
of genocidal techniques and there is no evidence that any one list was ever intended to
be exhaustive.8* He used the same conceptual structure of three methods, however, for
the rest of his life.®

As mentioned previously, the conceptual difference between ‘fields' and
'methods’ is profound. In Lemkin's usage, ‘fields' were organised according to the nature
of the Nazis' acts. Under this early schema, for example, acts that were economic in
nature, such as the ‘confiscation of Polish property’, were categorised under the
economic field of genocide.®® Alternatively, his use of three umbrella 'methods' of
genocide led him to focus more on how particular techniques destroyed human groups
than on what techniques were used. Under the new schema, confiscation of property
could be both physical and cultural genocide. If the loss of property caused group
members to starve, it would be an act of physical genocide. If the confiscated property
carried cultural meaning, it would be considered an act of cultural genocide as well.
That Lemkin believed particular techniques would fall under multiple methods,
something which was not true with respect to his eight fields, is further demonstrated by
his categorisation of slavery as both physical and cultural genocide.®” This later

framework is illuminating precisely because it accounts for the multivalent way in
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which ecocide destroys human groups, often simultaneously assaulting physical
wellbeing, cultural practices, and intergenerational continuity.

Despite this resonance with ecocide, and despite Lemkin's consistent use of the
tripartite schema in his later work, Short utilises Lemkin's eight fields of genocide from
Axis Rule when he most deeply theorises the genocide-ecocide nexus. In his book
Redefining Genocide, Short organises his case studies according to Lemkin's eight fields
and adds ecocide as an additional field of genocide. Of course, the Nazis were not the
only group to commit acts that could be organised according to Lemkin’s original eight
fields, but Lemkin himself never used them to analyse other genocides and his later
move to the more sophisticated tripartite schema offers a better option for comparative
study.

Short’s use of Lemkin’s fields leads to two primary difficulties. First, and most
significantly, Short defines ecocide in part by scale.® Macro-scale instances of
ecological destruction that threaten a group's survival are determined to be ecocidal
techniques of genocide, where less widespread ecological damage is often categorised
as an economic technique of genocide. In his case study of the conflict between the
Sinhalese and the Tamils in Sri Lanka, for example, Short describes food insecurity
driven by overfishing as economic genocide,®® while deforestation, driven by ‘a rigorous
neoliberal, non-sustainable development model’, rises to the level of ecocide and is
included under that field.®® While distinguishing between micro- and macro-level
ecological destruction is surely legitimate, and while overfishing may not rise to the
level of ecocide, Short's schema is not helpful as a theoretical feature of the concept of
genocide. Such a distinction based on scale risks splitting the concept of ecologically
induced genocide into separate categories. It neglects the fact that different forms of

ecological destruction are of a type and are often intimately related; overfishing and
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deforestation in Sri Lanka have much more in common than their respective fields of
economic and ecocidal genocide might suggest. Ultimately, the use of ‘fields’ rather
than ‘methods’ confuses the distinction between ‘techniques’ (discrete acts) and their
genocidal impacts.

The other primary difficulty raised by the use of ‘fields' instead of 'methods' is
that Lemkin's focus on the mechanism by which group life is disrupted is lost in favour
of a less sophisticated emphasis on the action itself. It is also less advantageous simply
because it represents an unwarranted modification to his thought. Ecocide need not be
added as a field of genocide because it can already be understood as a technique of
genocide under Lemkin's tripartite schema. In fact, any level of ecological destruction
can be understood to be a technique of genocide with no modification to Lemkin's
thought whatsoever as long as it (1) visits physical harm upon members of a group; (2)
interrupts group reproduction; and/or (3) targets a group's culture.

Despite Short's use of Lemkin's eight fields of genocide, however, most
genocide-ecocide literature only distinguishes between two methods of genocide:
physical and cultural.®* This more common and less robust theorisation of the genocide-
ecocide nexus also misses an important contribution of Lemkin's tripartite schema:
ecocide is often particularly devastating precisely because it attacks future generations
as well as current ones. Santiago Arboleda Quifionez captures this dynamic well,
arguing that the aerial spraying of crops with herbicide, combined with the intense
violence and repression inflicted under the controversial Plan Colombia, 'closed off the
usual conditions of possibility for biological/cultural reproduction of Afro-descendants,
indigenous, and rural farmers'.? The same insight can be found in the Hebrew Bible,
where, even in the context of a specifically condoned war of extermination, lasting

ecological damage is prohibited;* such indiscriminate damage crosses the line even
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when non-combatants are deemed to be fair game precisely because it targets future
generations. As Arboleda Quifionez's comment and the Hebrew Bible illustrate,
Lemkin's biological method of genocide and its attendant emphasis on biological and
social reproduction as means to maintain intergenerational continuity is a crucial lens
for the analysis of ecocide. Crook and Short briefly mention the importance of
intergenerational continuity in their recent article on ‘Developmentalism and the
Genocide-Ecocide Nexus’, but they do not connect it to Lemkin,®* and Lemkin’s
original use of the biological method of genocide as an important analytical lens
remains neglected and underdiscussed in the literature as a whole.

Revisiting Lemkin's later thought makes clear that his tripartite anatomy of
genocide offers us an improved way of theorising the genocide-ecocide nexus. The
tripartite schema does not require artificial distinctions between micro- and macro-scale
ecological damage; it does not require the addition of new categories to Lemkin's
thought; and its emphasis on reproduction is particularly prescient when discussing
ecological destruction and its effects on future generations. Future theorisation of the
genocide-ecocide nexus should thus utilise the tripartite schema, analysing ecocide and
other genocidal technigues as manifestations of the physical, biological, and cultural

methods of genocide.

11.3 Lemkin's study of Native genocide in California

Lemkin's three methods of genocide are not only present in his theoretical work. They
also appear throughout his historical scholarship, and his method of analysing past
genocides can provide us with helpful guidance as we seek to apply his concepts today.
When Lemkin assumed his academic appointment at Yale in March of 1948, he began
working in earnest on a projected three-volume historical survey, History of Genocide.%

Much of the legwork was done by paid research assistants, who collected historical data
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on cases selected by Lemkin and would often summarise their findings according to
Lemkin's tripartite anatomy of genocide.®® He would then review their work and
compose a book chapter based on each episode. He never composed a chapter on the
genocide of Native Americans in California,®’ but the correspondence and research
notes preserved in his archives nonetheless provide an illuminating example of how his
thought can be used to analyse ecological dynamics.

The period with which we are concerned began when the United States took
control of California in 1845, after the Native population had already declined by about
half under Spanish and Mexican rule (it measured around 150,000 in 1848).% When
U.S. law came into effect, the previous system of 'Indian forced labour’ was brought to

an end.® What followed is summarised in Lemkin's research notes:

The I.[ndians] fled to the hills to become once more Indian in ways of life. The
whites appropriated their lands, herds and orchards. But the I. could not find
sustainance [sic] in the mountains because cultivation had driven away gamelife
[sic]. They therefore took to stealing cattle and horses and precipitated war betw.
Californians and themselves. . . . After discovery of gold in 1848 . . . the I. were
driven further inland were [sic] food was scarcer, as the whites coveted gold-
bearing hills. The miners retaliated for theft of cattle and attacks on isolated parties

on the part of the Indians by shooting any I. on sight.1%

This note and Lemkin's other archival materials on the topic provide strong
precedent for the work of genocide-ecocide scholars today. With respect to displaced
Native populations that had no game to hunt, the phrase ‘genocide by starvation' appears
in Lemkin's notes.%! The same phrase is used to refer to the second wave of
displacements, 'still further inland to barren regions', after 1848.1%2 These notes make it

clear that, for Lemkin, the loss of the ecological conditions required for hunting and

gathering could amount to genocide through the physical method.
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He also recognized that even if starvation could be avoided, genocide was still at
stake through the cultural method. A research note containing reflections on ‘land

cession policies' reads as follows:

For the nomadic Indian, the change to an exclusively agricultural economy meant a
basic modification of his whole culture, which of course would not be effected
overnight. Therefore, the Indian fought for his hunting grounds. Insofar as the
Indian was forced to accept the economic and social system of the white man, if he
did not want to starve by virtue of loosing [sic] his hunting grounds, we may speak

of cultural change of a radical and inhumane type.1%
Interestingly, at the point where the card reads ‘change’, the word 'genocide’ is crossed
out. It seems that the card's author, likely a research assistant, was not sure whether
being ‘forced to accept the economic and social system of the white man' amounted to
genocide. It is fair, however, to assume that Lemkin believed it did. In another chapter
of History of Genocide, 'The Germans in Africa’, Lemkin explicitly ruled similar events
to have been genocide through the cultural method, writing, 'no attempt was made to
respect native tribal customs or to invest the chiefs with their former dignity and
authority' and 'one of the main policies [of the] German administration was to destroy
tribal organization and seize tribal lands' (brackets in original).1% As Lemkin narrates
the German Empire's suppression and replacement of what amounts to the natives'
‘economic and social system' as an example of the cultural method of genocide, it is
more than reasonable to conclude that he would interpret North American events in the
same way. It seems, then, that Lemkin was very clear that ecological destruction could
be a technique of genocide under both the physical and cultural methods and that he
preferred to analyse the social impacts of such destruction through the use of the

tripartite schema.
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Lemkin's study of Native genocide in California offers more than just
confirmation, however. It also reveals a missing link in the genocide-ecocide nexus.
Recall that after the initial ecocide (the depopulation of game animals) and 'genocide by
starvation',1% Native peoples were forced to steal cattle and horses from white settlers in
order to stay alive.'% The result was another cycle of physical genocide: 'by April 1857,
the Petaluma Journal was reporting "wholesale killing" in response to Indian attacks on
settlers' stock'.1%” After the second round of Native displacement and ecological
impoverishment (here | refer to the ‘forceful eviction from fertile valleys into barren
mountains where I. starved'),'% similar conflicts continued with the newly arrived gold
prospectors, who, according to Lemkin's notes, made a habit of 'shooting any 1. on sight'
in retaliation 'for theft of cattle and attacks on isolated parties'.*%

The mechanistic link that Lemkin is narrating, and which is largely missing from
the genocide-ecocide literature, is the role of post-ecocide resource scarcity in driving
genocide. It was the scarcity of game that led Native Americans to raid settlers' farms
and become subject to large-scale retributive massacres; it was scarcity of land that
caused settlers to displace Native peoples into even more ecologically impoverished
areas; and it was post-displacement scarcity of food that drove another cycle of conflict
with the gold prospectors. These events demonstrate that ecocide often creates resource
scarcity, which is in turn capable of driving further cycles of genocide. I argue that this
dynamic of post-ecocide resource scarcity is often integral to the genocide-ecocide

nexus.

I11. Deforestation and the Amazon tipping point: testing the new nexus

Returning to Lemkin's thought has highlighted two important points for our re-
theorisation of the genocide-ecocide nexus. First, Lemkin's tripartite anatomy of

genocide provides a more graceful way of analysing ecological destruction than do the
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eight fields that appear in Axis Rule. Lemkin's own research notes on the genocide of
Native Americans in California confirm this insight. Second, Lemkin's own reflections
on ecological destruction led him to identify resource scarcity as an important post-
ecocide driver of genocide. In what follows, | test these insights against the case of
deforestation in the Amazon and some of the genocidal consequences that reaching a
related ecological tipping point may cause. | take as my point of departure the
understanding that the crisis in the Amazon already displays genocidal characteristics
and that a multiple genocide of indigenous and other subsistence societies, if not already
occurring, will be triggered if and when the tipping point is reached. It should be noted
that | am not alone in this understanding; a number of activists, leaders, and scholars
already use the language of genocide and ecocide to describe the situation in the
Amazon as it now stands. !

Although the Amazon tipping point has largely been ignored by policymakers
and social scientists,!'* it has been a topic of discussion among natural scientists since
the early 2000's.1? As deforestation in the Amazon continues, scientists say, it is likely
to trigger a dieback of large portions of the forest, replacing the biodiverse ecosystems
that now exist with a dry grassland savannah.'? In the absence of other factors, the
tipping point would likely be reached when around 40% of the Amazon basin has been
deforested.'* In the presence of climate change and the widespread use of fires,
however, that number is now estimated to be around 20-25%;'* ominously, the current
deforested area is already about 17% in the Amazon as a whole and is approaching 20%
in Brazil.1*® Meanwhile, deforestation is accelerating, especially in Brazil, where
President Jair Bolsonaro has implemented economic policies and undermined the rule of
law in such a way as to drive both legal and illegal deforestation at rates not seen in

over a decade.''” As two top scientists, Thomas E. Lovejoy and Carlos Nobre, warned
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at the end of 2019, 'today, we stand exactly in a moment of destiny: the tipping point is
here, it is now'.118

The ongoing social and ecological destruction in the Amazon is driven by forces
both local and global.'*® In Brazil, illegal deforestation is made possible by organized
criminal syndicates that defend logging interests through the use of intimidation tactics
and physical violence, activities which are carried out with impunity.*2° Meanwhile,
indigenous groups, whose lands are being targeted by illegal extractive industries, are
facing increasing levels of violence.'?! According to a recent report by the Indigenist
Missionary Council (Conselho Indigenista Missionario), ‘the risks of massacres due to
the advance of deforestation and colonisation fronts are almost inevitable’.1?? These
activities have accelerated under the presidency of Jair Bolsonaro,*?® but the blame is
not his alone. Indigenous groups are subject to physical and ecological violence in other
Amazonian countries as well and, perhaps more significantly, these destructive
processes are ultimately driven by a global economic system that (1) cannot meet its
growth imperative without increased inputs from natural resources and (2) has no way
to properly value the ‘alternative life-systems’ (social and ecological) it destroys.'?* We
see this in the Brazilian Amazon, where that country’s Ministry of Agriculture has set
ambitious targets for increased grain and beef production by 2030 but remains
committed to ‘the old paradigm of expanding agriculture at the expense of forests’.1?®
These agricultural commodities, along with illegally harvested forest products, are
largely consumed in wealthy countries in the Global North. It is estimated, for example,
that over 80% of Brazilian soy associated with illegal deforestation is exported, mostly
to China and the European Union.%6

Reaching a tipping point in the Amazon, which seems likely to occur in the near

to mid-future, would have disastrous implications for global climate change.'?’ It would
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also be a humanitarian disaster and, | argue, constitute a multiple genocide.'?® While the
more general and widespread humanitarian impacts of a forest dieback in the Amazon
are already set to be thoroughly tragic,*? | focus here on only a few aspects of the crisis
that have the potential to confirm (or not) my re-theorisation of the genocide-ecocide
nexus according to Lemkin's later thought. I first utilise Lemkin's tripartite schema to
demonstrate its utility as a method of analysis and then address the likely role of post-
ecocide resource scarcity as a driver of future cycles of genocide. Finally, I turn to
current work that also utilises a Lemkinian analysis of the ongoing destruction of the
Amazon in order to demonstrate the benefits of my proposed re-theorisation as

compared to other current uses of Lemkin’s thought.

111.1 Food insecurity and the physical method of genocide

After the tipping point is reached, the forest dieback has taken hold, and current
ecosystems have retreated to the north and west, once-present trees will no longer be
able to regulate the river system's annual cycle of flood and retreat.'® This deregulation
of the Amazon basin is set to exacerbate an underlying climate trend, which already
predicts increasing severity and frequency of both droughts and floods in the region.*3!
These changes could constitute a physical genocide of the Ribeirinhos, a large group of
floodplain residents of mixed descent whose entire livelihoods are structured around the
annual rise and fall of the Amazon's floodwaters.%2

Ribeirinhos already experience severe food insecurity during the high-water
season, when fish (their main source of protein) are harder to catch.'3® Families are
forced to skip meals,'3* refrigeration is largely unavailable,*3® and endemic malnutrition
is 'exacerbated by poor environmental health and limited access to quality healthcare'.!¢
Longer lasting floods, like those in 2009 and 2012,*3" will keep Ribeirinhos hungry for

longer. Droughts, on the other hand, compromise their long-term food supply. As the
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floodwaters recede, ponds and lakes shrink, trapping fish in overcrowded conditions
that cause them to die for lack of oxygen.'3® Low water levels also make fish more
vulnerable to poachers and commercial fishers, which can drive dangerous over-
exploitation.'3® All of this will be greatly intensified by the large-scale loss of the forest.
It is likely that continued and worsened droughts and floods, driven by deforestation
and climate change, will work together to make fish less numerous and less available to
Ribeirinhos over the coming years. Food insecurity will worsen and, just as happened to

Native populations in California, 'genocide by starvation' may be the result.14

I11.2 Biodiversity loss and the cultural method of genocide

While many Amazonian indigenous groups will be subject to the same or similar
pressures as the Ribeirinhos, they are also likely to be faced with genocide through the
cultural method; an attack on their ecology is necessarily also an attack on the social
fabric of their communities. This is true because Amazonian tribes' corporate identities
are deeply intertwined with the ecosystems in which they live. Mario Nicacio, a
member of the Wapichana people in Brazil and deputy coordinator of the Coordination
of Indigenous Organisations of the Brazilian Amazon, describes the relationship

between ecosystem and identity in the following terms:

Here are our spirits and our survival. . . . The earth is not just a space to plant or to
sell, but rather a space which guarantees us strength . . . our identity as indigenous
peoples. It is a very close relationship; it is within the indigenous peoples . . .

Where there is no territory, there is no life.2#
An attack on Amazonian ecosystems, then, is also a direct attack on the 'spirits' and
'survival' of indigenous peoples. Or, as Joseien Tokoe of the Kari'na people of Suriname

puts it, 'we are like the mother earth. We are mother earth'.14?> One cannot be attacked

without also attacking the other.
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On a more concrete level, ecocide tends to threaten indigenous cultures in the
Amazon through two main avenues: the loss of culturally significant plants and animals
and the necessity of seeking out alternative livelihoods in non-indigenous economies.
Adolfo Chavez, president of the Confederation of Indigenous Peoples of Bolivia and
member of the Takana people, identified both of these dynamics in the aftermath of the
2019 fire season. According to him, many indigenous communities have witnessed the
disappearance of their medicinal plants, precluding many aspects of cultural practice.
Additionally, the destruction of food sources found in the forest has meant that ‘the men
have had to leave their communities, abandoning their families, to do much more
difficult work'.1*® This example of cultural genocide mirrors exactly what Lemkin
observed of Native genocide in North America, where 'the Indian was forced to accept
the economic and social system of the white man, if he did not want to starve'.244

The destruction caused by the 2019 fire season is just a foretaste of what will
happen if the tipping point is reached. In areas where savannah replaces forest,
medicinal plants and other culturally important items will disappear forever. The loss of
biodiversity will also mean that the choice between starvation and cultural destruction
will become the norm. It is possible, of course, that indigenous peoples find ways to
adapt and maintain social cohesion, but it is also very clear that reaching a tipping point
would amount to a grave assault on the fabric of indigenous communities and the

cultures that hold them together, in geographic, physical, and social terms.

I11.3 The separation of families and the biological method of genocide

An often underappreciated aspect of ecocide, and one that Lemkin's tripartite schema
very effectively highlights, is its effects on future generations. As previously mentioned,
ecocide is capable of precluding ‘'the usual conditions of possibility for

biological/cultural reproduction’.}*® This is exactly what Lemkin was concerned about
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when it came to the biological method of genocide, arguing that what all its component
techniques had in common was that they were 'a fight against the family'.1#6 As ecocide
progresses in the Amazon, it is also likely to take the form of this type of fight.

Recall Adolfo Chavez's description of the indigenous men who, as a result of the
2019 fires in Bolivia, 'have had to leave their communities, abandoning their families' to
find work elsewhere.'*’ To the extent that these men have had to 'accept the economic
and social system of the white man’,1* the groups to which they belong have become
vulnerable to genocide through the cultural method. However, any time families are
separated, the biological method of genocide is also at play, as Lemkin makes clear
when he discusses the separation of families by deportation under Nazi rule.4°
However, in the case of Chavez's communities, it is theoretically possible that the
ecosystems recover and that the men are able to return to a relatively intact family unit.
Many ecocides, the tipping point included, leave no possibility for recovery, at least
within humanly meaningful timespans. In this way, they specifically threaten future
generations.

Garry Leech documented this inter-generational dynamic in his work in the
Ecuadorian Amazon, finding that after pollution from a multinational oil company made
it 'difficult for the indigenous to return to their traditional ways of life', it was clear that
'many of the younger indigenous people had little interest in learning the traditional
ways'. 250 With their ecosystem destroyed and the cultural and social system of their
parents tied to that very ecosystem, the younger generation ‘abandoned the village and
went in search of jobs in Ecuador's cities'.*> The Amazon tipping point is likely to have
a similar effect. As whole swaths of rainforest are lost, future generations will not be

able to continue their ancestors' ways of life. They are likely to leave home, and, with it,



29

the stories, identities, and relationships (the ‘families of mind')'°? that made their

communities what they were. This is genocide through the biological method.

I11.4 Post-ecocide resource scarcity as driver of genocide

Lemkin's research notes on Native genocide in California highlight the role of
anthropogenic resource scarcity in driving future violence and | suggest that this
dynamic is likely to appear wherever the genocide-ecocide nexus also appears. My
inclusion of resource scarcity as part of the genocide-ecocide nexus in this way is
confirmed on a theoretical level by a growing number of scholars who have begun to
elaborate the relationship between resource scarcity and physical genocide.*>® I draw on
some of this research to argue that the Amazon region already displays some of the key
features that would make future cycles of genocide more likely after reaching the
deforestation tipping point. I rely heavily on the work of Alex Alvarez, who has written
extensively on the relationship between climate change and genocide.

According to Alvarez, 'water as a resource has had powerful, if sometimes
hidden, consequences on human communities and has, on occasion, contributed
tremendously to rioting, war, and genocide'.*>* Meanwhile, as demonstrated by the food
insecurity faced by the Ribeirinhos, the damage caused by fires in Bolivia, and
numerous empirical studies, water scarcity is one of the primary ways the Amazon
tipping point will affect human groups.> This situation sounds eerily similar to

Alvarez's narration of the conditions that preceded the conflict in Syria. He writes,

Between 2006 and 2011, the region was in the grip of a severe drought that hit
Syrian society hard, especially in the agricultural and livestock sectors. Food crops,
such as wheat and barley, were decimated by the dry conditions with the yield for
wheat decreasing about 47%, while barley saw a 67% reduction. Livestock were
also severely impacted, with a decrease in numbers from around twenty-one

million animals to around fifteen million. . . . about a million and a half Syrians
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lost their livelihoods and migrated from the rural regions of the country into the
cities where many of them found that they had simply traded rural poverty for

urban destitution.5®

As in Syria, the economy in Brazil's Pantanal wetland is largely based on agriculture;
livelihoods there stand to be severely compromised by water insecurity should the
tipping point be reached.*” Indeed, much of Brazil's economy is similarly agricultural
and vulnerable.!8

Alvarez also highlights the importance of climate-driven migration as a
contributor to genocide, arguing that ‘the numbers of people who have been displaced
by climate change are expected to dramatically accelerate in the coming years' and that
'these vulnerable populations run the risk of being scapegoated and persecuted as host
nations struggle to come to terms with the rapid and large influx of newcomers'.1>° We
have already seen how the Amazon tipping point is likely to contribute to increased
migration as families separate in search of work and children leave behind natal
communities that are no longer ecologically viable. What has not yet been noted is that
the Amazon has already become a migratory corridor,*®° so that increased migratory
flows will be building on an already immense movement of people. If Alvarez's work
has predictive value, then, the Amazon and its ecologically displaced peoples are likely
to witness additional cycles of violence even after the initial genocide and ecocide, just
as happened to the Native Americans in California. Notably, a number of authors are
beginning to identify similar cyclic dynamics in which genocide and ecocide appear as
'recurring, long-term, and co-constitutive patterns','6! forming an 'ongoing process'6?
rather than a discrete 'moment'.1% | suggest that resource scarcity will be central to

many of these cycles.¢*
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I11.5 Testing the new nexus

My analysis of Amazonian genocide and ecocide has thus far served to demonstrate that
Lemkin’s original thought has broad applicability. The categories he developed for his
comparative study of genocide and the way he envisioned ecologically induced
genocide are as successful in describing contemporary deforestation in South America
as they were in describing Native dispossession in North America. They also help us to
be sensitive to key dynamics of the genocide-ecocide nexus that might otherwise escape
our notice. | further contend that my re-theorised version of the genocide-ecocide nexus
not only works, but actually offers important advantages for the study of the genocide-
ecocide nexus today. This is true both because it is more faithful to Lemkin’s original
thought (an important value in its own right) and because it better facilitates the
comparative analysis of cases in which genocide and ecocide co-occur. In this
subsection, I make this argument by contrasting my analysis of ecocide and genocide in
the Amazon with recent work by Genna Naccache,®® who describes many of the same
processes in terms of Lemkin’s thought, but forwards an understanding of Lemkin that
is different to the one | propose here. Naccache’s book chapter, which is much more
heavily descriptive than theoretical, relies on Lemkin for his understanding of the close
relationship between physical and cultural genocide and for what Naccache takes to be a
paradigmatic definition of genocide, namely Lemkin’s statement that genocide is ‘a
coordinated plan aimed at the destruction of the essential foundations of the life of the
national group so that these groups wither and die’.66

On an elementary level, my use of Lemkin offers the advantage of being more
faithful to the substance of his original thought. This is true both in comparison to
Naccache’s case study and earlier work on the genocide-ecocide nexus that inordinately
focuses on Lemkin’s earlier thought (see Section I1). My reading of Lemkin is also

advantageous because it has the capacity to promote consistency and conceptual clarity
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in discussions of the genocide-ecocide nexus. It is simply not true that Lemkin always
considered genocide to be ‘a coordinated plan’.1®” The most basic definition he offers,
and the one that is most consistent with the sum of his scholarly work, is that genocide
is ‘the phenomenon of the destruction of certain human groups’.%8 While the ongoing
genocide of the Guarani Kaiowa to which Naccache bears witness does display
characteristics of coordination and planning, this is not the case in all genocides, nor is
it central to the concept as defined by Lemkin. This confusion is understandable.
Unfortunately for his interpreters, Lemkin often sacrificed his own conceptual integrity
on the altar of political expediency,®® and this makes him very hard to read. Anton
Weiss-Wendt explains that ‘it is always possible to find corroboration for one’s ideas in
Lemkin’s writings, for the simple reason that Lemkin had adjusted his vocabulary to
meet the expectations of those he was talking to’. This is why appeals to Lemkin ought
to be grounded in a very careful reading of his work. In the absence of such scholarship,
Lemkinian analyses of contemporary genocide cases risk losing a clear and consistent
definition of the term; conceptual clarity is of paramount importance.

It is precisely this conceptual clarity that my theorisation of the genocide-
ecocide nexus provides. Naccache’s use of Lemkin works for her project because she
focuses her analysis on one case of genocide. If the hope of genocide-ecocide scholars
is to develop a theory that can form the basis of comparative study and better articulate
a truly global phenomenon, it is imperative that we have a consistent and well-
demarcated concept of the genocide-ecocide nexus. My reading of Lemkin provides that
well-demarcated concept. It better facilitates a comparative approach, such as the one
used by Damien Short in Redefining Genocide,'’® and it goes beyond previous
theorisations of the genocide-ecocide nexus, including Short’s, to utilise categories that

are at once more flexible and better able to describe how and where historical events
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interfere with the life of human groups (as compared to Lemkin’s eight ‘fields’, for
example).

In short, Naccache succeeds masterfully in describing the ongoing genocide of
the Guarani Kaiowa in Matto Grosso do Sul, but her use of Lemkin, if taken as
paradigmatic, will inhibit rather than facilitate further comparative study. Similarly,
Short’s theorisation of the nexus in Redefining Genocide, while more robustly
theoretical than Naccache’s work, is limited by categories that fail to highlight the
relationship between ecocide and intergenerational continuity (biological genocide),
miss Lemkin’s insight on the role of resource scarcity, and whose correspondence to a
wide variety of cases is challenged by the fact that Lemkin designed them with one

specific genocide (the Holocaust) in mind.

Conclusion

As my re-reading of Lemkin and my analysis of the Amazon tipping point demonstrate,
the genocide-ecocide nexus is both a historic and present reality. Lemkin's definition of
genocide, his study of Native genocide in California, and my analysis of the Amazon
tipping point all display an affinity between genocide and ecocide. My reading of
Lemkin also validates earlier assertions that ecocide can be considered to be both
physical and cultural genocide and has further revealed that Lemkin's category of
biological genocide is an indispensable lens for the study of ecocide and that Lemkin
himself anticipated many features of contemporary thought regarding the genocide-
ecocide nexus. It has also revealed that the concept of social death, although it has many
merits, cannot be assumed to be immediately compatible with Lemkin's original
thought. Lemkin's three methods of genocide, however, (physical, biological, and
cultural) provide an important and helpful analytic device for the study of the nexus

today as (1) each method's emphasis on how group life is interrupted (and eventually
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destroyed) is better at theorising multivalent techniques of genocide, such as ecocide;
(2) the relationship between micro- and macro-scale ecological destruction can be
understood more holistically; and (3) their use requires no modification to Lemkin's
original thought. Lemkin's analysis of Native genocide in California and my analysis of
genocide and ecocide in the Amazon have also demonstrated the important role post-
ecocide resource scarcity can play in driving processes of genocide and ecocide that are
both recurring and cyclic.

Lemkin once cited Gabriela Mistral as believing that ‘certain words . . . carry in
themselves a moral judgment’.!”* Lemkin’s hope was that ‘genocide’ would be one of
those words and that his introduction of it into public discourse would lead to its
becoming ‘an index of civilization’,12 a moral standard widely recognized and assented
to. In short, he hoped that his word would be more than just a word, that it would help
people to name, understand, and respond to a grave moral evil. | envision my own
project in essentially the same terms. The genocide-ecocide nexus, and my re-
theorisation of it, is valuable insofar as it can serve as a moral, and not just a conceptual,
resource. Like ‘genocide’, it ought to contain within itself an inescapable moral
judgment and a call to action. An important part of the response may include the
addition of ecocide as a new international crime under the Rome Statute.!”® As
advocates of the ecocide law point out, the wholesale destruction of natural ecosystems
can be considered morally reprehensible in its own right, but articulating the social
impacts of such destruction (as | have done here) provides an additional moral frame
with which to think about the problem. Outlawing ecocide though, however necessary,
is a rather superficial response.

The real significance of the genocide-ecocide nexus is the way in which it

reshapes our moral vision. It sets out for us a unit of analysis that determines what types
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of events and processes ought to be understood to form coherent wholes, thus allowing
us to see previously invisible stories and connections. When we recognize genocide-
ecocides for what they are, and when we encounter the human and other-than-human
suffering we find in them, these stories cannot help but shock the conscience. They
serve as limit cases that show us where more conventional narratives, especially the
narratives that legitimate the global political economic order, break down and fail. They
force us to question the foundations on which our global society is based, not as a
matter of utility, but as a matter of moral urgency. My re-theorisation of the genocide-
ecocide nexus, then, is really an attempt to make it possible for others to tell these
stories better and for the stories they tell to be more obviously coherent. The clarity and
consistency provided by my more accurate and more useful interpretation of Raphael
Lemkin’s original thought, by clearly defining what the genocide-ecocide nexus
actually is, will give the nexus more power to disrupt dominant narratives and reveal
moral blind spots. Once we understand how genocide and ecocide are related, how they
work in concert to cause horrific social and ecological destruction, and what these
processes look like in their various instantiations around the world, we can begin to
move toward a reality in which the legitimate moral demands of peoples and

ecosystems are prioritized over the political and economic interests that threaten them.
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