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Anton Weiss-Wendt’s volume brings new and
exciting perspectives on the history of the
1948 UN Genocide Convention and its polit-
ical uses during the Cold War. Previous scho-
larship on this topic has generally focused on
Western actors1 and has overlooked the multi-
plicity of experts and lobby groups (from both
sides of the Iron Curtain) that framed the legal
and political discourses on genocide. In con-
trast, the book under review explores how the
interaction between Soviet ideology and polit-
ical pragmatism, on the one hand, and liberal
visions of law and Western anti-communist
discourses, on the other hand, ‘gutted’ the Ge-
nocide Convention.

As many scholars have already underli-
ned2, the genocide treaty was a Cold War
compromise that resulted in weak enforce-
ment mechanisms and in a restricted defini-
tion of the protected groups, which excluded
victims of political and cultural mass repres-
sion. Weiss-Wendt discusses in depth how the
Soviet approaches to international law (IL) led
to a convention „without teeth“. Considering
IL to be a bourgeois weapon designed to ensu-
re capitalist domination across the globe, whi-
le trying to counter the Western hegemony at
the UN in the first post-war decade, the USSR
developed a highly restrictive notion of sta-
te sovereignty. It opposed the authority of su-
pranational courts (including the Internatio-
nal Court of Justice’s oversight capacity over
conventions), rejected universal jurisdiction,
and fought to include the right to reservations
in multilateral treaties. The book vividly illus-
trates the impact of this vision on the Geno-
cide Convention, but discusses only fleeting-
ly how all the great powers were united in
preventing the establishment of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court that was originally en-
visaged to enforce the treaty.

As far as the definitions of crime and the
protected groups are concerned, Weiss-Wendt
sheds new light on the Soviet approaches to

this issue. He shows how, in the first pha-
ses of the negotiations, the Soviet leaders we-
re more concerned with eliminating „confis-
cation of property“, „imposition of forced la-
bour“, and „internal transfer of population“
as elements of genocide, than to exclude „po-
litical groups“. It was only after the denuncia-
tion at the UN by Baltic émigrés of an alleged
Soviet genocide against Eastern European na-
tions that the USSR began to strongly resist
the inclusion of political groups.

In this regard, one of the most fascinating
parts of the book examines Raphael Lem-
kin’s alliance with East European émigré or-
ganizations and the way he exploited anti-
communist rhetoric in a bid to ensure US ra-
tification of the convention. In the late 1940s,
Lemkin took the lead in campaigns that de-
nounced the „Soviet Genocide“. He persis-
tently equated the Nazi and the Soviet re-
gimes, paralleling Hitler’s policy against the
Jews with Stalin’s political repression and la-
beling the Stalinist purges of Jews from the
communist parties a „unified plan and con-
spiracy to destroy the Jewish communities
of all Eastern Europe“ (p. 179). Weiss-Wendt
presents Lemkin in a different light than the
„saintly (human rights) figure“ into which
many scholars had transformed him. Lem-
kin’s efforts to ensure the ratification of the
Genocide Convention were often based on fal-
se information, exaggeration, and nebulous
interpretations of historical facts and legal
principles. Almost obsessed with the cause of
the Genocide Convention, he proved unsym-
pathetic to the anti-racist cause in the US, and
opposed any human rights law that he regar-
ded as contradicting the genocide treaty, in-
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cluding the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, the draft of Covenant on Social and
Political Rights, and the draft of Code of Of-
fenses against the Peace and Security of Man-
kind. Weiss-Wendt criticizes the tendency of
many scholars „to appeal to Lemkin’s origi-
nal thoughts on genocide“, arguing that „this
line of reasoning is problematic“ as it does not
take into account Lemkin’s evolution and ren-
ders his „thinking on genocide static“ (p. 281).

Weiss-Wendt illustrates how the Soviets
made common cause with various Latin Ame-
rican countries to exclude political groups.
He fails, however, to expand on how France,
and more particularly Britain, endorsed the
same idea, fearing that repression of potential
insurgencies against their imperial power in
their colonies might have been denounced as
genocide. Also, the book insists on the Soviet
efforts to target colonial powers by incorpo-
rating „cultural genocide“. Yet Weiss-Wendt
discusses little the Soviet doctrine on collec-
tive cultural rights. He also elaborates more
on the legal arguments of Western powers
against this aspect than on the political inte-
rests that underpinned their opposition (e.g.
the forced assimilation of Native Americans
in the United States and Canada, various cul-
tural policies of Britain in its colonies, forced
assimilation and destruction of indigenous
populations in Latin America).

Another notable aspect of the book con-
cerns the political instrumentalization of the
Genocide Convention by both Western and
socialist governments. Looking particularly at
the Greek Civil War and the Korean conflict,
the author underlines how the East-West di-
vision turned any reference to genocide in-
to a propaganda war. In addition, one chap-
ter is dedicated to the anti-racial discriminati-
on campaigns in the US in the 1950s, the glo-
bal reverberations of the pamphlet We Charge
Genocide, and the efforts of the American go-
vernment and conservative politicians to de-
legitimize the civil rights movement as a front
for the Soviet, communist subversion of the
US.

Weiss Wendt’s volume is one of the most
thoroughly documented books on the nego-
tiations and the misuses of the Genocide Con-
vention in the 1940s and the 1950s. Neverthel-
ess, in many respects the volume continues to

reproduce a Western Cold War narrative on
IL, in which the Soviet Union and its allies
represented the main roadblock to a progres-
sive world order in the wake of World War
Two. While the author engages at length with
Soviet obstructionism to international justice
and to individual civic and political rights, he
deals only marginally with socialist initiatives
and concepts that have turned later into es-
sential principles of IL: the efforts to exclude
the colonial clause and the defence of obeying
superior orders from the Genocide Conven-
tion; the struggle against colonialism, Apart-
heid and racial discrimination; and the inclu-
sion of social and economic rights in the Uni-
versal Declaration and the Human Rights Co-
venants.
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