
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Religicide

			“This is a timely and richly informed reminder of the central place that religious and cultural conflict has in our contemporary world. It is also a reminder of how religion can be misused to attack the liberal secularism upon which we depend to protect our human rights.”

			—Sir Simon Schama, University Professor of History and Art History at Columbia University

			“Naming something gives us the power to fight it. That’s what White and Bennett do in their call to name the violence against religious groups like Yazidis, Uyghurs and Rohingya. And you’ll see why protecting religion is a moral imperative for the most secular of global power brokers.”

			—Erin Burnett, News Anchor, Outfront, CNN

			“Religicide offers a visionary and pragmatic roadmap to curb religiously motivated violence. The authors transcend conventional foreign policy wisdom by proposing unprecedented engagement of religious leaders and civil society to cultivate peace, justice, and healing for the communities most at risk.”

			—Queen Noor of Jordan Author, Leap of Faith

			 

			“This timely book offers an opportunity for policymakers, activists, and diverse religious leaders to dive deeper into the underlying causes of anti-religious violence. Georgette Bennett and Jerry White call for dynamic, cross-border, cross-sector collaboration to put an end to religicide—heretofore unrecognized as a distinct crime under international law.”

			—Zeid Ra’ad al Hussein, Former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights

			“How can our conflicted, crisis-plagued world, where over 80 percent of people identify with some religion, have a healthier, more peaceful future that respects our pluralist reality? The global achievements of Georgette Bennett and Jerry White in both religious and secular spheres give their answer unique credibility and weight. They not only offer a prophetic, realistic, and well-researched response to the ways in which religions are being horrendously and increasingly persecuted today; they also propose a practical solution that they themselves have begun to realize. Their vision of how a Global Covenant of Religions can in practice mobilize towards a better global future is the wisdom our century most needs.”

			—David F. Ford OBE, Regius Professor of Divinity Emeritus University of Cambridge

			“As a lawyer and diplomat who has had to navigate myriad global violations of religious freedom, I deeply appreciate Bennett and White’s well-grounded book, which courageously tackles the alarmingly growing form of violence: Religicide. This sophisticated analysis identifies the gaps in human rights law and provides realistic correctives for those gaps. As has been the case time and again in these authors’ distinguished careers, Religicide pulls no punches in revealing the limits of the UN and other international bodies on which we depend for security. But its prescription for derailing anti-religious violence goes far beyond officialdom to tap the economic, political, and social resources, local and national, that can be mobilized in a comprehensive covenant to protect oppressed religious groups. Religicide is a must-read for diplomats, policy makers, religious leaders, scholars, and anyone who cares about human rights and religious freedom.”  

			—Rabbi David Saperstein, former U.S. Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom and Director Emeritus, Religion Action Center of Reform Judaism

			“Religicide is a new word for an old problem. Nevertheless, we are witnessing acts of violence perpetrated against religious minorities at a scale not seen in centuries. The authors of this indispensable volume have not only documented these crimes, they have given the victims a voice and offered some measure of hope for the world’s most vulnerable religious communities. This is a timely and invaluable treatise.” 

			—Reza Aslan, author of No god but God and Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth





 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Georgette F. Bennett

			 

			Thou Shalt Not Stand Idly By: How One Woman Confronted the Greatest Humanitarian Crisis of Our Time

			 

			Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice: An Introduction with Robert Frazier, Donald Torres, and Ronald Waldron

			 

			Crimewarps:  The Future of Crime in America

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Jerry White

			 

			Getting Up When Life Knocks You Down: Five Steps to Overcoming a Life Crisis





[image: ]





 

			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 978-1-63758-101-8

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-63758-102-5

			 

			Religicide:

			Confronting the Roots of Anti-Religious Violence

			© 2022 by Georgette F. Bennett and Jerry White

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Tiffani Shea

			 

			All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.comThe “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

			Scripture quotations marked (ESV) are from The ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

			Scripture taken from the Common English Bible®, CEB® Copyright © 2010, 2011 by Common English Bible.™ Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.

			New American Bible Revised Addition

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			We dedicate this book to survivors of religicide worldwide.

			 

			We bow to our ancestors and to our wise spouses,

			 

			Leonard Selwyn Polonsky and Kelly Gammon White.

			 

			We bless and pray for the rising generation.
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			Foreword by Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein
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			Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein served as the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (2014-2018) and as Jordan’s Ambassador to the United Nations (2000-2007, 2010-2014) and the United States (2007-2010). He represented Jordan before the International Court of Justice and played a key role in the establishment of the International Criminal Court (ICC). He currently serves as President of the International Peace Institute (IPI) and a Professor of Practice of Law and Human Rights at the University of Pennsylvania.

			This book focuses on protecting a particular set of rights: those associated with religion—our freedom to believe what we believe and our responsibility to protect religious groups and Indigenous minorities who face existential threats. This is an urgent matter for attention and action.

			There were historic negotiations in the 1960s to establish a UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Religious Intolerance, but they failed to materialize. To this day, those negotiations remain the most ambitious UN attempt to make religion a subject of international law. In 1960, the stage had been set for the development of a convention with the negotiation of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights to end religious intolerance. Article 18 of this covenant is specifically worded to protect freedom of religion and belief worldwide:

			 

			1.Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice, and teaching.

			2.No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice.

			3.Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs may be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

			 

			The authors believe this remains insufficient and argue that there ideally ought to be a new international legal instrument with a new Global Covenant devoted to the protection of religious minorities and their sacred heritage. After all, the earlier and unsuccessful draft convention against religious discrimination endeavored to reach much further than the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. For example, it proposed the freedom to learn about religions; in other words, the freedom to recognize that other narratives also exist.

			When I first was asked to consider “religicide” as a category of threat—the intentional murder of a religion, its followers, and their heritage—I was less than three months away from taking up my assignment as UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. I believed that this issue merited discussion and have therefore welcomed this timely contribution by Jerry White and Georgette Bennett, whom I’ve known for nearly four decades combined. While I may not agree with them on every point, I fully recognize the extent to which these two authors are formidable advocates for interreligious engagement, humanitarian action, and social justice. Both have led game-changing initiatives to prevent violence and promote human rights.

			I first met Jerry White in 1998 when he led the Landmine Survivors Network. Jerry proved himself a persuasive advocate with an irreverent sense of humor. Jerry shares in the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize, awarded to the International Campaign to Ban Landmines. An amputee landmine survivor himself, he joined forces with Princess Diana during the last year of her life, escorting her on what was to be her last humanitarian mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina, a heavily mine-affected country, just three weeks before she tragically died in Paris. Inspired by her gift of courageous compassion, the landmine movement proved a remarkable success in terms of impact after her death, with tens of thousands of victims receiving care, tens of millions of mines cleared and destroyed in national stockpiles, and more than 160 countries joining the historic 1997 Mine Ban Treaty. Jerry and I later collaborated on other high-impact campaigns, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. How many people can say they were in the room where it happened—privileged to cocreate historic treaties that affected hundreds of millions of lives? Jerry White has been in rooms where a lot gets done.

			He was appointed US deputy assistant secretary of state under President Barack Obama and used the levers of government to launch a new Bureau of Conflict and Stabilization Operations. In government service, he wasted no time to enact innovative reforms. Within three years, his team of data-driven diplomats became super-forecasters who outperformed several US intelligence agencies that participated in government competitions to predict with high accuracy fast-breaking global events.

			Georgette Bennett, like Jerry, is friendly and fierce. Her work as a criminologist, human rights activist, and peacebuilder has garnered international recognition, including the OLAM–Society for International Development Israel Branch Global Impact Award, Forbes 50 Over 50, and the prestigious AARP Purpose Prize, known as the genius prize for those over fifty. Upon completing her PhD, Georgette embarked on a career that had nothing to do with religion and everything to do with crime. She expanded the role of women in law enforcement, did pioneering work in community policing—which is now practiced in countries around the world, including Jordan—successfully lobbied for the first sex crimes unit in the United States, and helped launch the victims’ rights movement with the idea for the first federally funded crime victim service center.

			As a criminologist, she became interested in the link between religion and violence. Her late husband, Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum, was a driving force in the interreligious reconciliation movement and a renowned human rights activist. After he died in 1992, Georgette founded the Tanenbaum Center for Interreligious Understanding, an organization that works to combat religious prejudice and violence.

			In 2013, Georgette became immersed in addressing the Syrian humanitarian crisis and wanted to focus her efforts on aiding Syrian refugees in Jordan. I advised Georgette to consider an interreligious approach to the crisis, and I provided a private briefing to a group of select organizations gathering to launch the Multifaith Alliance for Syrian Refugees (MFA) in 2013. Today, the Alliance is made up of more than one hundred partner organizations delivering aid to more than 2.3 million displaced Syrians. Georgette revealed the unlikely story of the partnerships she fostered and the geopolitical obstacles she overcame in her book, Thou Shalt Not Stand Idly By: How One Woman Confronted the Greatest Humanitarian Crisis of Our Time.

			With these two authors joining forces to focus on how to end what they call religicide, we are well-advised to listen to their urgent call to action. Killing in the name of religion—or being killed because of your religion—continues unabated. There are warning signs everywhere that anti-religious violence is a fast-spreading threat to humanity.

			This timely book offers an opportunity for policymakers, activists, and diverse religious leaders to dive deeper into the underlying causes of anti-religious violence. Georgette Bennett and Jerry White call for dynamic, cross-border, cross-sector collaboration to put an end to religicide—heretofore unrecognized as a distinct crime under international law. I know from decades of professional experience how difficult it will be to expand categories of international law that cover a range of intersectional crimes, from genocide (well-defined), ecocide (recently proposed), and what they call “factocide” (defined as a battle for truth).

			Their findings will no doubt challenge governments, civil society, and business leaders who have started to think more seriously about human rights and the role of religion in economics.

			Building a coalition across sectors—working with faith leaders, civil societies, policymakers, and corporations—will help raise the stakes for collective efforts to prevent the proliferation of religion-related violence. This is an ambitious and hopeful proposal to mobilize a truly concerted effort appropriately led by Indigenous survivors of religicide. It will take several years to build a movement to enact the hoped-for Global Covenant of Religions to reverse current trends. That said, this timely push, including its attention to climate crises, might just deliver the sort of creative shock therapy needed to confront the systemic roots of religiously motivated violence.

			Defining religicide is only one of the daunting challenges we face. Then comes the hard part: how to admit our collective failings and work toward systemic reform. It is all easier said than done. Specifically, we can protect our diverse neighbors by learning how to respect those who believe and look differently than we do. We need to expand and extend protections for ethno-religious groups denied equal rights and citizenship. We need to be more than bystanders or legal analysts. We must commit to interrupting violence, not just observing it. To start, perhaps our hearts must be broken open with compassion as we watch as members of our human family—our brothers and sister—are violated through no fault of their own. Now is the time for us to stand with courage, dignity, and respect for human rights and join in solidarity to interrupt the emergence of new strains of anti-religious violence accelerated by advanced technology and artificial intelligence in the world today.





Chapter One
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			A Problem with No Name

			[image: ]

			I was wandering alone among the crumbling barracks of Birkenau, part of the Auschwitz complex outside Krakow, Poland. It is a gray day. With no other person in sight, I am free to weep and to rage. It is here that my maternal grandparents literally went up in smoke before I was born. Their ashes are somewhere beneath me, layered with decades of topsoil. I felt helpless to do anything but say Kaddish—the life-affirming Jewish prayer for the dead. Twenty years later, when I started working on this book, I began to explore whether my grandparents had been victims of religicide.

			—Georgette Bennett

			Looking at a map of the world, one can stick pins in at least sixty countries where there are active armed conflicts. Contemporary violence has killed more than six million people and displaced more than eighty million, including twenty-six million refugees.

			Behind each number is a person whose rights are being violated. Hear some of their voices:

			Rahim is a Rohingya high schoolteacher in Myanmar. “I knew I was dead if I got caught. They were hunting me. They knew that I would always speak out for the people. They wanted to destroy us, because they knew that without us, they could do whatever they wanted to the rest of the Rohingya.”1

			A Rohingya farmer from Rakhine State, in the westernmost part of Myanmar, lost two sons and two daughters. We must protect his name because he’s still under threat. “At midnight, the military come [sic] in my house and burnt the house. But first they raped…shot my two daughters in front of me. I have no words to express how it was for me to suffer, to look at my daughters being raped and killed in front of me. My two sons were also killed by the government. I was not able to get the dead bodies of my daughters. It is a great sorrow for me.”2

			Shireen, a young Yazidi girl from Rambusi village on the south side of Mount Shingal (also known as Sinjar), was forced into sex slavery. She told of being herded to a wedding hall near Shingal town with many other Yazidi families. When everybody was unloaded from trucks, ISIS “sold me to someone in Raqqa city in Syria. In Syria I was tortured. I was sold and bought as a cheap commodity for more than five times.… There were hundreds and thousands of Yazidi girls there being sold as sex slaves.”3

			In 2019, the New York Times reported on 150 pages of leaked directives on how the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) planned to control its Uyghur population.4 These included students returning from university to find that their parents were gone, sent to a “training school set up by the government.” Although they weren’t criminals, the parents weren’t allowed to leave these “schools” because they “had been ‘infected’ by the ‘virus’ of Islamic radicalism and must be quarantined and cured.”

			A Tibetan monk living in Drepung Monastery recalls how members of the Communist Party “burst in, breaking the doors and gates of the colleges and dormitories. The soldiers were armed and equipped with hatchets and hammers, as well as torches, handcuffs, and wire ropes.… They would first ask for phones, which were systematically confiscated.”5

			Steven Charleston, a member of the Choctaw Nation, laments: “In historic memory, we have seen our reality come crashing down as invaders destroyed our homeland. We have lived through genocide, concentration camps, religious persecution, and every human rights abuse imaginable.”6

			These testimonies of inhumane cruelty are not uncommon. Today, there are entire populations and cultures at risk of being wiped out because of their religion. This is modern-day extinction. While violence between states has declined steadily since World War II, there is one insidious strand of violence resurging in the twenty-first century—attacks against people who believe in a god. This violence is either committed in the name of religion itself or in the name of a state or ideology aimed at eradicating a religion. Surprisingly, there is no unique law for this kind of violence. But in order to respond to or prevent a crime, we must first name it.

			We call it religicide.

			Absent a name, and absent appropriate laws and methods for dealing with religicide, it continues unabated, unrecognized, and unprosecuted.

			In 2015, Jordan tried to address these gaps, working with several faith leaders and religious scholars to identify significant fractures in the protection of religion and sacred heritage targeted for eradication.

			When the Islamic State (ISIS) emerged in 2012, countries worldwide witnessed modern religicide on fast forward. ISIS targeted all other religions, condemning them to destruction and death. In response, Jordan drafted a UN resolution that defined religicide as a systematic policy of causing “unwanted immigration or displacement of a religious group, sect, or community” or divestment “of its identity based on religious or sectarian motives, even if not committed in relation to an armed conflict.” Jordan asserted two primary criminal acts that would comprise religicide:7

			 

			•Intimidating or threatening religious communities or groups and subjecting them to a humiliating treatment, including making them practice acts contrary to their religious faiths; and

			•Confiscating, destroying, or displacing the tangible religious heritage of a religious community or group or otherwise depriving them thereof.8

			 

			The Jordanian initiative quickly came up against a Western human rights bias that favors a focus on individual rather than group rights. This first attempt to criminalize religicide also faced a perception of legal redundancy. An argument was made that this crime was already covered by international law (specifically, as crimes against humanity as defined in Article 7 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, discussed in detail later in the book). US State Department lawyers concurred that elements of religicide were already covered by international laws that dealt with religious discrimination and atrocity. Both the United States and United Kingdom are permanent members of the UN Security Council and are mostly loath to recognize group rights, including social and economic rights. They did not see a need for additional legal protections, despite the growing threat of religiously motivated violence proliferating worldwide. In the end, the Jordanian draft resolution against religicide was never sent to the UN Security Council for deliberation.

			Consequently, the laws that address human rights violations continue to have significant gaps that allow crimes of religicide to slip through the cracks. Even those laws that could be invoked go unenforced. It is critically important to find new laws and new methods to prevent and respond to this form of fast-growing violence, which threatens billions of believers around the world.

			The United Nations, with its 193 member states, recognizes four distinct types of atrocities: war crimes, genocide, crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing. None of these is mutually exclusive. The concept of religicide has evolved from and incorporates these other forms of human rights violations. But it has two additional hallmarks—ecocide and factocide.

			Ecocide is the destruction of the natural habitat, property, and homes to drive people off their land or make it impossible for them to return or survive in place. In the case of the Islamic State and Abu Bakr Naji’s The Management of Savagery, the scorched-earth policy fits this criterion. We see systematic destruction of the environment, including poisoned water wells and deforestation of food sources.

			Factocide is the deliberate and chronic distortion of truth and dissemination of falsehoods in media and education to dehumanize and incite violence against a religious group. In the modern era, religicide is accelerated through calls for mass slaughter issued through online media channels constructed for, and dedicated to, driving false narratives that incite dominant groups to kill a religious group as a “service” to humanity.

			In the chapters that follow, we will parse the difference between religicide and other forms of atrocities and explain the urgency of creating a new category of collective cruelty. We will examine the nightmare of regimes that torture individuals and punish groups for simply believing differently. We will explore several ongoing religicides—criminal cases in which the world can still intervene before it’s too late. And we will offer a set of policies and strategies for doing so, including a new covenantal approach that taps the wisdom of Indigenous peoples who align with nature in order to reduce violent conflict and promote the collective healing of survivors.

			Conventional wisdom in the West holds that the world is becoming increasingly secular. However, more than 80 percent of the world’s people affiliate with a religion. That is more than six billion individuals believing in something bigger than themselves, associating with religious institutions, practicing faith, and professing spiritual beliefs. Religion is not going anywhere soon. On the contrary, the number of religious adherents is growing globally.

			The Pew Research Center projects that the world’s proportion of the non-religious will shrink from 17 percent today to 13 percent by 2050.9 This is despite the growing number of “nones” in the United States—now at nearly 30 percent of the population.

			Many of us in the United States take our religious freedom for granted—including the right to be free of religion. But consider how might you react to someone forcing their beliefs upon you, let alone punishing you for believing differently? Today, we are witnessing families and communities struggling to simply worship their god and practice their traditions without punishment, persecution, and discrimination.

			Religicide is the systematic attempt to eradicate a religion and its followers through forms of persecution that destroy their heritage, culture, and hope. Religicide is designed to wipe out an entire religious community. In the face of such persecution and despair, many in a target group seek to end their own lives. Suicide becomes a form of religicide in slow motion, with rising rates of collective traumatic stress, depression, and existential despair.





Chapter Two
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			Atrocities and Human Rights Law
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			We believe the existing international instruments are insufficient to combat religicide. Religicide warrants its own category of law that will integrate and build upon previous laws and declarations in order to protect people who believe differently. But one must first understand the existing statutes.

			The concept of war crimes dates back more than one hundred years. At that time, international humanitarian law was codified in the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907. These early conventions prohibited certain actions between warring parties. Later treaties, such as the Geneva Conventions of 1864, 1949, and 1977, focused on mistreatment of prisoners of war and direct attacks on civilians. In international armed conflicts, the conventions protect those who are not actively taking part in fighting: those who have laid down their arms by virtue of illness, wounds, imprisonment, and other reasons; as well as medics, clergy, humanitarian workers, and civil defense staff. In short, war crimes can be committed against combatants or non-combatants. But the protections are specific to actions between hostile parties during a state of war.

			The Syrian war is an obvious and egregious example of war crimes committed against civilian populations and was perpetrated not by one party, but at least three: the Syrian regime, Russia, and Iran. Iran is managing the ground war. Russia is running the air war. The regime of Bashar al-Assad is driving the domestic terror campaign. As victims of all three, Syrian civilians have been bombed, tortured, starved, raped, and displaced with impunity.

			Attacks on medical workers and facilities have been an ongoing feature of Syrian war crimes. Dr. Osman al-Haj Osman, a senior doctor and emergency room physician at Dar al-Shifa hospital in Aleppo, treated civilians who had been wounded in the illegal bombardments. He attested that the Syrian government bombed the hospital six times between August and November 2012, claiming it was a “terrorist hideout.” The military gave no warning before the attacks, so there was no opportunity to evacuate patients and save civilian staff.

			Essentially, the war in Syria has become a proxy war among competing powers: the United States and Saudi Arabia against Russia and Iran. It does have a religious element, in that the majority Sunni population has revolted against the minority Alawite ruling group. But this does not meet the criteria for religicide.

			In contrast to war crimes, genocide is directed at an entire ethnic or racial group—generally civilians. The first genocide of the twentieth century took place during World War I, initiated by Turkey against ethnic Armenians. At that time, there was no name for the mass murder and displacement that later created the model for Hitler’s war against the Jews. The Young Turks, committed to creating a racially pure Turkic state, deported and resettled Armenian Christians. More than one million Armenians were murdered and falsely branded as traitors who “collaborated with the enemy.” With this justification, Armenians were systematically “driven into the desert where they were raped, shot, starved, poisoned, suffocated, or burned to death.”10

			The unthinkable was made even more awful because Turkish doctors played a central role in organizing the systematic extermination of ethnic Armenians. Defining them as “dangerous microbes,” Dr. Mehmed Reshid, the governor as executioner, declared: “Isn’t it the duty of a doctor to destroy these microbes?”11 Destroy them, they did. Foreshadowing the infamous Nazi doctor, Josef Mengele, Turkish physicians sacrificed medical ethics to nationalism by committing medical murder and other atrocities. Physicians had Armenians drowned at sea, butchered them, and subjected to medical experiments.12

			The Ottomans had suffered defeat after defeat in World War I and needed to find an explanation. They convinced themselves that an enemy within—the “treacherous” Armenians—was collaborating with the Entente countries (France, Britain, Russia, Italy, Japan, and the United States). As such, their annihilation was justified as a military necessity and a proportional response to alleged perfidy. But the brutality of the Ottomans needs to be understood in the context of Turkey’s alliance with Germany.

			German military advisers and personnel had long been embedded in Turkey and been part of the Ottoman army. Aspects of German military culture had thereby been transferred to Turkey. From the start of the war, the German government was fixated on the possibility of mass civilian resistance. When Germany invaded Belgium, which it viewed as a “reservoir of potential guerrilla fighters,” it circulated false stories about atrocities committed against German soldiers. Viewing civilians as legitimate targets of war, Germany pursued a policy of collective punishment against all Belgians.13 But an even more lethal aspect of German military culture was the equating of victory with annihilation. Lines were blurred between the military and civilians and between normal conduct of war and atrocities.14

			While the Armenian genocide was not specifically about religion, the mechanisms through which it was carried out are typical of religicide. In religicide, attacks are geared to destroy the presence, heritage, and members of a particular religion inside a country. In the case of Armenians, the primary target was an ethnic group, not their orthodox brand of Christianity. Germany, a Christian country itself, was fully aware and complicit in this war against fellow Christians.15 That war was consistent with its racialist policies.

			Germany’s silence on the Armenian genocide was one means of solidifying its needed alliance with the Ottoman Empire.

			The wholesale slaughter and displacement of Armenians predated the Holocaust by decades. But it was only in the wake of the Holocaust that the world began to grapple with the meaning of “atrocity” in novel ways—ways not contemplated in the earlier war crimes statutes. Two new international offenses entered the vocabulary: genocide and crimes against humanity. Genocide focused on crimes against groups, while the other concept focused on violations of individual rights.

			Raphael Lemkin was the first to give voice to the concept of genocide. Lemkin, a Polish Jewish lawyer who lost nearly fifty family members in the Holocaust, led the campaign for genocide to be recognized as a crime under international law. He was supportive of individual rights, but he believed a sole focus on the individual ignored a basic fact: Members of one group often turn against members of another precisely because they are members of a particular group and not because of their individual qualities. The infamous Nuremberg laws operationalized this idea by specifically targeting Jews as a race.

			The systemic war against the Jews “officially” began with Kristallnacht on November 9, 1938—a pogrom in which synagogues were torched and Jewish homes and businesses were vandalized throughout Germany. More than ninety Jews were killed by paramilitary forces and civilians while authorities looked on without intervening. The aftermath signaled the beginning of the roundup of Jews. Seven years later, the war ended with two-thirds of Europe’s 9.5 million Jews slaughtered and 250,000 of the surviving remnants living in displaced person camps. However, the foundation for Kristallnacht had long existed in the deeply embedded anti-Semitism of Christian Europe.

			Although the Holocaust attempted to annihilate Jews and was anti-Judaic, it was not initially an all-out war against Judaism itself. But over time, the Nazi threat became more obvious.

			A vast trove of ritual objects and Torah scrolls were preserved in Prague for the purpose of creating a museum of the extinct Jewish race. In discussing religicide, this is an important distinction: was the Holocaust an attack on Judaism or an ill-fated attempt to eliminate the Jewish people as a race? Race versus religion became conflated in the case of the Holocaust. Without Jews, there is no Judaism. Without Judaism, there are no Jews.

			The Holocaust was, at its root, a Darwinian, pseudo-scientific race war in which religion was supplanted by a quasi-religious, secular, messianic ideology. It started with blaming Jews for Germany’s humiliating defeat in World War I. But it was updated in 1939 when Chaim Weizmann, president of the World Zionist Organization, sent a letter to British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain affirming that Jews stood with Great Britain and would fight on the side of democracies. But the Zionism that Weizmann espoused was a political Zionism, not a religious Zionism. And the early Zionists were largely secular socialists. Twisting the meaning for their own propaganda purposes, Nazis proclaimed that Jews had declared war on Germany and were backed by an international Jewish conspiracy. Thus, the Nazis justified the Holocaust as self-defense, with Aryans to be seen as the real victims.

			The Nazis branded Jews as traitors, making them victims of what we call factocide. They were demonized daily in sophisticated multimedia propaganda campaigns. They became seen as the anti-Christ: children of darkness who had to be defeated by the children of light—racially pure Aryans—in an apocalyptic struggle that would usher in the Thousand-Year Reich. The Führer became the stand-in for the Messiah, intent on eliminating the satanic forces (read: Jews) undermining the Fatherland. As such, he set out to make Germany judenrein (free of Jews).

			The Jews were just the first of the “inferior races” and “undesirables” that Nazism intentionally targeted for destruction. Slavs, blacks, Roma (and nomadic Indo-Aryan ethnic groups living mostly in Europe), homosexuals, and people with physical and mental disabilities. In her book, Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents, Isabel Wilkerson writes at length about Hitler’s fascination with US racial practices and the lengths to which we went to segregate whites and African Americans. The dehumanizing racial slur, Untermensch (sub-human), came to the Nazis from an American geneticist who wrote about white supremacy and sat in on Nazi sterilization trials.16 Hitler admired the near genocide against Native Americans and the banishing of survivors to reservations.17 The Nazis borrowed their miscegenation laws banning intermarriage and intercourse between Jews and Germans from the “association clause” in Texas’s and North Carolina’s marriage bans.18

			Beyond race, Hitler planned on the elimination of entire political systems, such as communism, socialism, capitalism, and democracy. Even the clergy and institutions of Christianity were on the list of those to be crushed as the racially pure Aryan master race marched toward world domination and ethno-nationalism overwhelmed the movement of the Confessing Church.19 Hence, exterminating the Jews was not an end in itself, but a means to the end of subjugating other nations.20

			Even as the Nazis were losing the war, they stepped up the killing of Jews. This was nowhere more evident than in Hungary, the country of Georgette’s birth. Under the supervision of Adolf Eichmann, more than half of Hungary’s 825,000 Jews were deported in less than two months in 1944. Most were sent to Auschwitz, where four-fifths were gassed upon arrival—Georgette’s grandparents among them.

			The genocide flourished and was enabled by the bedrock of centuries-long anti-Semitism. Under Nazi rule, Jews were forbidden to observe their holidays or teach their children about Judaism, a form of cultural genocide with the hallmarks of religicide. German churches, still immersed in the pre-Vatican Council II teaching of contempt for the Jews, were complicit in eliminating all traces of Judaism. After all, wasn’t it the Jews who killed Christ? (Short answer: No, it wasn’t. It was the Romans.)

			The unique attempt to eradicate both a race and its religion included desecration of cemeteries, destruction of synagogues, burning of holy books, and attempts to destroy Jewish heritage and rituals. “The attacks on libraries and archives…were a cultural assault in its broadest sense; it was not merely the religion of the Jews that the Nazi machine sought to eradicate but all aspects of Jewish existence: from living beings to the gravestones of their ancestors,” Richard Ovenden wrote in Burning the Books.21

			Most historians and scholars would agree that the twentieth century Shoah combined the desire to annihilate the Jewish people along with all traces of their religion and culture. As such, the Holocaust may be a bridge between the concept of genocide and the broader concept of religicide—and may be considered the first modern religicide.

			The Nuremberg trials overturned the idea that sovereign states could act with impunity in committing atrocities—confiscation, pillage, torture, terror, enslavement, persecution, imprisonment, and mass murder—against their own people. In such a case, the international community has a legal basis for responding because these acts violate international law and are “not mere matters of domestic concern.”22

			After Nuremberg, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 95, which dealt with crimes against humanity. Resolution 96 came in 1948, affirming genocide—denying the right of existence of entire human groups—as a crime under international law.23 Article II of the Genocide Convention describes the components of this crime as follows:

			 

			•Killing members of the group

			•Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group

			•Deliberately inflicting conditions of life on the group calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part

			•Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group

			•Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

			 

			All these elements are also evident in cases of religicide. In both instances, it’s a challenge to prosecute these cases because they require proof of intent by the perpetrators to destroy a group in whole or in part. The term “genocide,” with its focus on the group, tends to heighten the sense of “them” and “us,” burnishing feelings of group identity, giving rise to the very conditions it seeks to address because it pits one group against another. This makes reconciliation unlikely.24 Religicide is faced with the same challenge but goes further. It needs to demonstrate and prove intentional attacks against sacred heritage and culture, and the removal of a right for individuals and groups to practice their particular religion.

			Genocide, however, isn’t solely about eradicating an entire religious or ethnic group. It’s about clashes between cultures, castes, race, and ethnicity.

			In 1994, a genocide took place in the East African country of Rwanda. It was the most compressed genocide of the last century. In a mere one hundred days, eight hundred thousand Tutsis were savagely murdered by the Hutu ethnic majority. Ethnic tensions were rooted in the colonial period when Belgium showed favoritism to the Tutsi minority, sowing deep resentment among the Hutu. A Hutu revolution in 1959 led to the displacement of three hundred thousand Tutsis, and by 1961, the Tutsi monarch was overthrown. In 1990, many of those refugees joined the Rwanda Patriotic Front (RPF) and invaded Rwanda from Uganda. As in the Armenian genocide, the Hutu ruler accused Rwanda’s Tutsi residents of being accomplices to the invaders. Government officials ordered massacres, but a ceasefire was declared in 1992 when they reached an agreement to form a power-sharing government that would include Tutsis. But in 1994, a plane carrying the Hutu president was shot down over Kigali, the capital of Rwanda. Within hours, the slaughter of Tutsis began.

			Hate-filled radio broadcasts by Radio Rwanda, the official government-owned radio station, and Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (RTLM) incited Hutus to go from house to house, where they butchered Tutsis—people of a different cultural classification. Referring to Tutsis as inyenzi, or “cockroaches,” and as inzoka, or “snakes,” the radio stations broadcasted anti-Tutsi disinformation that spread fear of a Tutsi genocide against Hutus and identified specific Tutsi targets. Just a month before the genocide, RTLM’s Noël Hitimana gave the first hint over the radio:

			On the day when people rise up and don’t want you Tutsi anymore, when they hate you as one and from the bottom of their hearts…I wonder how you will escape.25

			Claver Irakoze, a Tutsi survivor of the genocide recalls: “I remember RTLM broadcasting songs conveying hatred and demonizing the Tutsi. The songs would openly call for our extermination. Political slogans were translated into song and young people were mobilized into youth movements. These youth movements were the key to executing the genocide.”26 One of these songs was the frequently played “Nanga Abahutu (I Hate Tutsis),” by the popular Hutu singer-songwriter, Simon Bikindi. The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) charged Bikindi with conspiracy to commit genocide and crimes against humanity. Bikindi was tried and convicted for incitement to genocide by the ICTR in 2008. He died in 2018.27

			Incited by the likes of Bikindi, the Hutus attacked mostly with machetes, hacking men, women, and children to death. Others were buried or burned alive, or clubbed to death. Shockingly, in a country that is 90 percent Christian, Rwanda’s churches were the main killing fields. The slaughter was often abetted by clergy who enabled the belief that the Hutus were doing God’s will. Death squads were known to attend mass prior to embarking on their grisly work in the name of God. Indeed, some interrupted that work to pray at the altar.28 That said, the conflict was not driven by religion, nor was it an attempt to wipe out a religion. But its methods and the world’s slow response are common in contemporary religicides.

			Tutsis and Hutus shared the same religion, but Tutsis enjoyed more privilege. Timothy Longman, in a prescient article on church politics and the Rwandan genocide, points out that religious affiliation is an insignificant determinant of identity in that country. He cites ethnicity and region as far more important. That’s where the churches come in. Historically, Christian churches played a significant role in defining ethnic identity in Rwanda and in doling out the status and riches that came with it. As such, they essentially functioned as political institutions. According to Longman, “Christians could kill without obvious qualms of conscience, even in the church, because Christianity as they had always known it had been a religion defined by struggles for power, and ethnicity had always been at the base of those struggles.”29 In the end, eight hundred thousand Tutsis and moderate Hutus were brutally slaughtered by rampaging Hutu extremists over the course of only one hundred days in 1994. The churches stood by silently as the final solution for the Tutsis unfolded, but neither their passivity nor their participation fall under the umbrella of religicide. Why? Because religion was not the driver of the Rwandan genocide. This, in no way, diminishes the atrocities that were committed, but these are already covered by international law, while religicide is not. That said, Rwanda is an example of how politicization of religion can drive the kind of atrocities that lead to religicide.

			In July 1998, following the genocides in Bosnia and Rwanda, 150 states signed on to the Rome Statute that set up the International Criminal Court (ICC). The court investigates and, where warranted, tries individuals charged with the gravest crimes of concern to the international community: genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and crimes of aggression. Under the ICC, the meaning of “atrocity” became even more finely parsed. Ethnic cleansing was added to our vocabulary of horrors.

			The term “ethnic cleansing” is the literal translation of a Serbo-Croatian term describing a terror tactic used during the Bosnian genocide in the 1990s. Ethnic cleansing is not recognized as an independent crime under international law, but it has been referenced in the actions of the ICC.

			Ethnic cleansing has been defined as the attempt to create ethnically homogeneous geographic areas through the deportation or forcible displacement of persons belonging to particular ethnic groups. The geographic element sometimes involves “the removal of all physical vestiges of the targeted group through the destruction of monuments, cemeteries, and houses of worship.”30 Ethnic cleansing is another element of religicide, given that it attacks religious heritage and removes religious groups from their sacred spaces.

			In Bosnia, ethnic cleansing took the form of blowing up houses, appropriating property, looting, beatings, systematic rape, concentration camps, and starvation—all focused on killing and displacing so many Muslims that diverse Bosnians could never coexist again. The Serbs, who were the main perpetrators of the slaughter, had learned savage lessons from the Nazi’s genocide against the Jews. The systematic spewing of hate, raised to a fever pitch, abruptly transformed neighbors into enemies. The conflict between Bosnian Muslims and Serbians was rooted in historic and political rivalry and clashes that translated into attacks on religious groups.

			The media can play an active role in justifying “preventive genocide.” By labeling the ethnic others as “enemies,” the media put forth the notion that “If we don’t kill them, they will kill us.” With complete nationalist control of the airwaves, opposing voices were labeled as “traitors” or “foreign mercenaries.” Media editors and journalists boosted their patriotic credentials by admitting they were “proud to lie for the homeland.”31 These lies included completely fabricated stories. Examples of this propaganda against Bosnian Muslims were listed in a 2010 symposium paper by Bosnian journalist Kemal Kurspahic:

			 

			•Politika report of the “Ustasha killing of 41 Serb children in Vukovar”

			•Bosnian Serb TV report on “Serb children being fed to the lions in Sarajevo Zoo”

			•Croatian daily Vjesnik report of “35 Croats hanged [by Bosnian Muslims] in front of the Catholic church in Zenica”

			•Belgrade daily Vecernje Novosti presenting a 115-year-old painting, exhibited in the Belgrade National Museum, claiming that it was a photograph of a Serb orphan boy whose parents had been killed by Bosnian Muslims.

			 

			These made-up stories had one purpose: to instill fear and incite violence against other ethnic groups. This being the early 1990s, there was no internet with which to challenge these stories, nor were there any independent media.32

			Ironically, in the Nazi era, the Croat Ustashe, a fascist organization with many Muslims members, were the perpetrators and the Serb Chetniks were the victims. Bosnia was attacked by the Axis powers, Germany and Italy, in 1941. During the Nazi era in this region, Serbs were singled out as an enemy race, and Croatia became independent under the rule of the fascist Ustashe. Believing that they had German roots, Ustashe members bought into Nazi theories of racial superiority. The Ustashe, which included a Muslim division of the SS, slaughtered four hundred thousand Croats along with tens of thousands of Jews, Roma, and Communist Partisans. In that era, it was the Serb Chetniks who were the heroes that resisted the Nazis. Of the one million former Yugoslavians who perished during the war, most were Serbs.33

			With Bosnia’s national media cheering on ethnic cleansing and other atrocities, the 1990s brought a gruesome role reversal. Abetted by the media, in 1987, Slobodan Milosevic revived that Serbian memory of collective persecution and death when he whipped the Serbs into a frenzy of nationalism. Serbian newspapers began to feature articles and photos about the Ustashe concentration camps of World War II. Croats were referred to as criminals who wore necklaces made with the fingers of Serbian children. The media warned of an imminent Ustashe genocide against Serbs. War criminals were celebrated as national heroes.34

			The impact of the relentless propaganda is evident in the story of Elvedin Pasic, a survivor who testified at the International Criminal Tribunal and was featured in a Frontline documentary. While celebrating Eid al-Adha (the “Feast of Sacrifice” that celebrates Ibrahim’s willingness to demonstrate his faith in Allah by sacrificing his son Ishmael) in 1992, Pasic’s village was bombed by Serb forces. He and his family had to run for their lives. Months later, they returned home and found their village burned to the ground. Those who were too old and weak to escape had been burned alive. The family dog had been shot. The Pasic family went back into hiding in a tunnel with scores of other Muslims. After five months, they were caught by Serb soldiers. The villagers were told to form three lines and lay down on the ground. Women and children were instructed to get up. Pasic was only fourteen years old at the time and didn’t want to leave his father and uncle. But his father urged him to go with his other siblings. He never saw his father and uncle again. Their bodies were never found.35

			Many Serbs saw the slaughter of Muslims not as a war against Islam, but as payback for Serbian losses in World War II and even earlier losses to Ottomans nearly six hundred years ago. Perceived historic injuries are often cited by the perpetrators as justification for atrocities such as ethnic cleansing.

			Nor is the Syrian war, which began in 2011, a war against Islam. But it does have an element of ethnic cleansing, as the Syrian government has made the return of displaced families and refugees nearly impossible. The Syrian regime has invoked Assad’s “Law 10” to seize and redevelop land that belonged to families that were forced to flee—especially Sunnis. Law 10 requires that, if a property owner does not appear on official documents, he or she has one year to provide proof of ownership after being notified that their property is designated for reconstruction. For displaced families and refugees who have fled for their lives without papers and other vital possessions, it is almost impossible to provide that kind of proof remotely. As a result, those displaced persons are unable to reclaim and return to their homes. According to the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, Law 10 provides a patina of legitimacy to upending the ethnic mix in Syria by preventing Sunnis from returning to their homes.36 Here again, we have a form of ethnic cleansing imposed by a minority ruling sect against a majority Sunni population. In this case, the regime isn’t trying to eradicate a sect of Islam as a religion. However, it echoes a key element of religicide in that it attempts to make it impossible for its victims to return home.

			In 2020, in Ethiopia, the Tigray region became the site of another ethnic cleansing. War had broken out between the Tigray People’s National Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Ethiopian National Defense Force (ENDF).

			The ENDF was abetted by the Ethiopian Federal Police, forces from the neighboring Amhara and Afar Regions, along with Eritrean Defense Forces. Tigrayans, who make up about 6 percent of Ethiopia’s population, suffered discrimination under Ethiopian dictators for much of the twentieth century—especially during times of famine that decimated their numbers. After fighting the dictators that ruled Ethiopia in the 1970s and 1980s, the Tigray People’s National Liberation Front swept into power in 1991. During that time, ethnic Eritreans were deported and Amharans were expelled from the Oromia Region and discriminated against in the Harari Region.

			The overwhelming majority of Tigrayans—roughly 90 percent—are Eastern Orthodox, as is over 40 percent of Ethiopia. This conflict is not about pitting Muslims against Christians or wiping out an entire religion. It is more about targeting a particular ethnic group for discrimination and removing its rights to participate with dignity and equality in Ethiopia.

			When Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed was elected in 2018, he restructured the government. He upended the TPLF’s ethnic federalism and merged the ethnic and region-based political parties into one Prosperity Party. The TPLF refused to join the new party and declared the new prime minister an illegitimate leader. The TPLF held its own elections in defiance of the federal government. In turn, the Ethiopian government deemed the Tigray Region election illegitimate.

			Fighting began on November 4, 2020, when the TPLF attacked the ENDF headquarters in the capital, Mekele. Amnesty International documented massive war crimes committed by both sides, including ethnic cleansing.

			An article from Vice World News published in February 2021 featured a farmer from central Tigray whose crops had been set on fire and whose home was burned. To protect him from reprisals, Vice gave him the name Gebru Habtom. Habtom said, “They said they’d burn me next, so I fled for my life.”37 He was right. Soon after, Eritrean soldiers raided Habtom’s village, killing, looting, and burning homes. “They shot at everyone. They even killed priests who were hiding in the church.”38

			For context, ethnic profiling against Tigrayans had been taking place for several years. Starting in 2017, the Ethiopian Satellite Television and Radio network (ESAT) aired genocidal messages targeting Tigrayans for extermination. In 2020, Ethiopia enacted its own version of the Nazi Nuremberg laws. Tigrayan passengers were refused permission to board Ethiopian Airlines. Ethnic Tigrayan pilots and other employees of Ethiopian Airlines were put on indefinite leave. Foreign travel was forbidden. All ethnic Tigrayans in government agencies and NGOs had to be identified and registered. Their homes were searched, and bank accounts suspended. Tigrayan soldiers on a peacekeeping mission had their weapons removed. We see similar methods being employed in full-blown religicides.

			A series of massacres took place: some at the hands of the TPLF and its sympathizers, and some at the hands of the ENDF and its allies. Dual ethnic cleansing, targeting both Amhara and Tigrayans, caused more than two million to flee their homes. Widespread pillaging and looting, including prized cultural and religious artifacts, have been reported.

			In mid-2020, the Tigrayan fighters recaptured their region’s capital along with a wide swath of territory in their region. They drove out the Ethiopian army, imprisoning 6,600 and claiming to kill three times that number, according to the New York Times.39 As of this writing, the Tigrayan leader, Getachew Reda, is planning a referendum on Tigrayan independence.

			As these examples demonstrate, the atrocities of ethnic cleansing, war crimes, and genocide still need to be addressed more carefully and holistically. But we are adding a pressing, further category: that of religicide. This type of abuse needs to be added to this list of atrocities which we internationally recognize, condemn, and work to prevent. The Armenian genocide, Holocaust, Rwanda genocide, Bosnian war, and Tigrayan conflict amply illustrate other forms of mass atrocities. While religicide incorporates all their features, additional conditions must be met to qualify as religicide.

			One of the dangers of religicide in the modern era is forcing everyone to be the same or renounce their religious beliefs. This impossible demand—to conform or die—is where religicide begins.

			Religicide includes, but is distinct from, other crimes covered so far. It has deep historical antecedents. The Spanish Inquisition targeted Jews who had converted to Christianity but were suspected of having lapsed in their beliefs. The Catholics thought that the rebels of the Protestant Reformation were in thrall to the devil. Killing them was deemed an act of mercy—an example of what the late Rabbi Jonathan Sacks called “altruistic evil.”

			Once a conflict becomes “holy” and violence is unleashed, it is more difficult to tamp down. That’s because all the combatants are convinced God is on their side.

			Although the conflicts in this chapter aren’t all religicides, they lay the human rights framework for this new concept. With that background, it becomes easier to understand the conflicts that do qualify as religicide.

			Perhaps the most obvious and recent example is the Islamic State’s (ISIS) campaign to eradicate Yazidis and Yazidism. Yazidism holds a monotheistic view of divinity, as well as a particular reverence for the sun. Most Yazidis speak Kurmanji, a dialect of the Kurdish language. Yazidis worship God and honor Malek Taus and other angels. Based on their oral traditions, Yazidis believe that, after creating Malek Taus and six other angels, God created humans and asked the angels to venerate this new species. Six of the angels agreed, but Malek Taus refused to worship anyone other than God. According to Yazidism, God praised this angel for his wisdom, designating him as the leader of all other angels. Nevertheless, ISIS fighters believe that Yazidis have to be eradicated, or else they would have to answer to their own God.

			Their intentions are evident in their playbook, The Management of Savagery. This hate-filled tract, written by Abu Bakr Naji, an extremist Sunni polemicist and first leader of ISIS, outlines the stages and methods of conquest, including the surveillance and infiltration necessary to establish a new caliphate.

			The first stage is to create vexation: disruption and distraction to exhaust and weaken the enemy state and create favorable propaganda for mujahideen, a term for Islamic guerrillas who engage in jihad (a fight on behalf of the faith or Muslim community). The second stage involves providing food, services, security, and establishing Sharia justice (religious regulations governing the lives of Muslims) to ensure the loyalty and compliance of the population. The third stage is the establishment of an Islamic caliphate (the reign of a caliph or chief Muslim ruler) and its relentlessly harsh form of governance.

			The Management of Savagery emphasizes the virtue of jihadi fighters and the corruption of the taghut (anyone not deemed righteous Muslims), crusaders (i.e., Christians), and infidels. More to the point of religicide, this manual for jihad liberally quotes from the Qur’an to justify violence in the name of God. “Our battle is a battle of tawhid (unification) against unbelief and faith against polytheism and it is not an economic, political, or social battle,” writes Abu Bakr. And that battle must be a bloody one in which violence is strategically employed. Explaining that “our troops are not afraid of blood and death; rather they seek it out,” the manual instructs:

			 

			•“Violence…spreads hopelessness in the heart of the enemy.”

			•“We must make this battle very violent” so that opposing groups “will realize that entering this battle will frequently lead to death.”

			•“There is nothing preventing us from spilling [the enemy’s] blood; rather we see this as one of the most important obligations since they do not repent, undertake prayer, and give alms.”

			•“We must burn the earth under the feet of the tyrants so that it will not be suitable for them to live in.”

			 

			The justification for such extreme violence is the fervent desire for certain and absolute victory of their beliefs. That means the utter eradication of the enemy—its religion, heritage, traditions, sacred space, and cemeteries—with no mercy whatsoever. It’s a how-to manual, detailing instructions to eliminate all traces of a religious minority, past, present, and future.

			We will delve deeper into the case of the Islamic State vs. Yazidism, but the parameters are very clear: Leave no survivors. Poison wells. Destroy homes. Rape and enslave women to birth Muslim children. Kill all Yazidi men, the elderly, and persons with disabilities. Burn all evidence of their existence.

			Per Abu Bakr, “Missionary activities…relapse and fall to pieces if there are not those who nourish it with blood and build it with skulls and corpses” and “Killing in the path of God…is easily done through jihad.” The Islamic State’s leader scapegoats and blames the victims for their own victimization. “As everyone can see, [the enemy] are clearly destroying everything. They are even extracting the cost of their murder and destruction from us.”40

			None of this is new. In the seventeenth century, for example, the proposed solution to self-righteous, religion-related slaughter was the 1648 Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Eighty Years’ and Thirty Years’ Wars in Europe. These long-running conflicts were primarily religious wars. Westphalia, for the first time, subordinated religion to citizenship and heralded the rise of the sovereign state. With religion having been privatized and replaced with secular nationalism, any foreigner was regarded “as fair game for exploitation and mass slaughter, especially if he belonged to a different ethnic group.”41

			War crimes, genocide, crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing can include attacking the enemy’s religion. But religicide has two further signatures: destroying cultural and natural heritage (ecocide) and propagating false narratives (factocide).

			One of the most effective ways to destroy both narrative and heritage is to erase memory by prohibiting Indigenous language instruction and destroying the evidence of culture contained in libraries and books. Lucien Polastron offers many examples in his 2004 book, Books on Fire.

			When China claimed to “liberate” Tibet, eighty-seven thousand Tibetans were killed, and more than six thousand monasteries were eliminated. Chinese forces destroyed their libraries on the spot. In greater China, Mao burned Buddhist scripture, and a two hundred thousand-volume Jesuit library was pillaged.42

			In Stalin’s Russia, reading was systematically suppressed.

			In Hitler’s Germany, instructions were sent to student associations to rid the land of “Judeo-Asiatic poison.” On May 10, 1933, a human chain of those students tossed truckloads of books into a gigantic bonfire on Berlin’s Opera Square.43

			In Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge destroyed the books in the national library and seven hundred thousand documents in the Buddhist institute were reduced to ashes.44

			In Bosnia, the national library, with its two million books, periodicals, and rare manuscripts, burned for three days during the siege of Sarajevo. Ovenden observes: “These provided the recorded memory not just of a nation but the culture of an entire region, one that had a significant Muslim population.”45 The Serbs systematically strove to destroy the book collections in the land they intended to “cleanse.”46

			In Afghanistan, the Taliban sacked the public library in Kabul in 1996. Along with libraries, it destroyed the Buddhas of Bamiyan, the artworks of the Hakim Center, and the treasures of the Kabul Museum.47

			In his 1823 drama, Almansor: A Tragedy, Heinrich Heine presciently intoned, “Where they burn books, they will also burn people.” Once people begin to burn, literally and figuratively; once they are displaced and their institutions dismantled; then displaced communities and migrant families are more easily massacred.

			Today, many religious minorities are facing existential threat: the Yazidis, the Rohingya, the Uyghurs, and Tibetan Buddhists. Each will be given a case-by-case analysis in later chapters where we will also explore the past systemic and religicidal slaughters of Indigenous people. As noted earlier, religion-related violence is the fastest-growing type of violence worldwide, and one of the greatest threats to humanity.

			So, what can be done to interrupt cycles of religion-related violence and prevent an all-out religicide? Any concerted effort to stop systemic violence will require innovative strategies that engage diverse religious actors, policy makers, civil society, women, and youth. It will require a new way of thinking that we call “covenantalism.” But first we must understand what can drive and possess one group of humans to commit mass atrocities against another.
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