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Persecution as a Crime Under International
Criminal Law

Fausto Pocar*

INTRODUCTION

This article attempts to explore the origin and evolution of the concept of
persecution as a crime against humanity in international law.  In particular,
I will focus on the latest jurisprudence on this matter and will try to highlight
the major challenges ahead for tribunals – both domestic and international –
when faced with charges of this kind.

Due to the sensitivity of the concept, a terminological remark is in order
when discussing the issue of “crimes against humanity.”  The term “crimes,”
in the expression “crimes against humanity,” clearly refers to the grave acts
committed which require penal sanction.  The meaning of the term
“humanity,” however, is not as straightforward.  “Humanity” may be
understood as referring to either all human beings – humankind – or to the
characteristic of being “human” – humanness.1  This is, in a sense, a
fortuitous ambiguity, because crimes against “humanity” can then be
interpreted to refer both to humankind and to the quality of being human.  As
such, crimes against humanity are currently considered to be particularly
odious offenses because they constitute a serious attack on human dignity or
a grave humiliation of one or more human beings.  In order to fully
understand these offenses, it is important to analyze their origin and
development.

The idea that some elementary principles of humanity should be adhered
to in all circumstances, even during armed conflicts, has surfaced in various
periods throughout history.  While international law has historically not
addressed obligations of individuals, international crimes have signaled a
gradual but steady shift from this traditional stance.  Today, the Tribunal for
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and its sister institution, the International
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), carry on the legacy of the historic
Nuremberg trials following the Second World War by, among other things,
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challenging impunity for genocide and large-scale persecution.  In fact, as one
commentator put it, “just as genocide has become the offence which
represents what happened in Rwanda during 1994 so the crime against
humanity of persecution has come to typify what happened in the territory of
the former Yugoslavia.”2  Moreover, the international community is now
endowed with another institution, the permanent International Criminal Court,
based on the ICC Statute signed in Rome in 1998.3  While important
countries, such as the United States, Russia, China, India, Pakistan, and Israel,
as well as most Arab states, have not yet ratified this treaty, it is important to
consider its impact on the fight against persecution, a prime example of a
crime against humanity.

I.  HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS

Persecution was first identified as a crime against humanity after the
Armenian massacres of 1915.  Although initially there were calls to try those
responsible for the appalling crimes against the Armenian population, no
provision was made in the final peace negotiations for those responsible to be
brought to justice.  The Versailles Peace Conference created a Commission
on the Responsibilities of the Authors of the War and the Enforcement of
Penalties, and, even though no prosecutions resulted, language in the
Commission’s report did advance to some degree the development of the
concept of crimes against humanity.  The two American members of the panel
objected to even that modest effort, arguing that “the laws and principles of
humanity are not certain, varying with time, place, and circumstance, and
accordingly, it may be, to the conscience of the individual judge.  There is no
fixed and universal standard of humanity.”4  However, during the Second
World War, the Allied Powers decided that high-level German officials
should be tried for crimes committed during the conflict not only against
enemy combatants and civilians, but also for the massacres and other violent
conduct against targeted groups within the German populace.  But the latter
crimes could not be considered criminal under the then-applicable laws of
war, which essentially protected only the population located in enemy
territory.  Thus, the London Charter establishing the International Military
Tribunal for the trial of major war criminals of the European Axis included
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a provision on crimes against humanity.  These crimes against humanity
included persecution, but also murder, extermination, enslavement,
deportation, and other inhumane acts.5

The Nuremberg Charter therefore broke new ground, establishing
persecution as a specific crime against humanity.  The Nuremberg Charter,
however, required that persecution be committed in association with a crime
within the jurisdiction of the Nuremberg Tribunal.  The practical consequence
of this provision was that the Tribunal was effectively prevented from
entering convictions for crimes against humanity not committed in
association with the war itself.  As a result, although the prosecutor tendered
a significant amount of evidence about the pre-1939 persecution of Jews and
other groups, no convictions were entered for these acts.  Nonetheless, since
crimes against humanity included crimes committed by Germans against
other Germans within the boundaries of Germany, the Nuremberg Charter
represented a turning point in international relations, albeit somewhat limited
by the jurisdictional requirement just mentioned.

II.  PERSECUTION IN ICTY JURISPRUDENCE

Even though persecution had been firmly established under international
law as a crime against humanity, it was not until the conflicts in the former
Yugoslavia and the subsequent prosecutions by the Tribunal that the
substance of that crime was truly developed.6  The crime of persecution was
addressed in Tadiƒ,7 the Tribunal’s very first case.  In the judgment, the Trial
Chamber recognized that, while the crime of persecution was included in the
Nuremberg Charter, it had never been clearly defined in international criminal
law, nor was it known in the world’s major criminal justice systems.8  The
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Tribunal has further developed the elements of the offense, with the ICTR
also making important contributions to the development of this crime.

Persecution is now defined as follows.  The actus reus of the crime
consists of an underlying act which discriminates in fact and must deny a
fundamental human right laid down in international law.  The mens rea of
persecution is discrimination on one of the listed grounds (at the ICTY, these
are political, racial and religious grounds).9  There is little controversy about
this latter aspect from a legal standpoint, although prosecuting authorities find
it difficult to prove this element beyond a reasonable doubt. 

Now, about fifteen years after their establishment, both Tribunals are in
the process of drawing their proceedings to a close.  All trials are scheduled
to be completed by 2008-2009, with all appeals from trial judgments to be
finished by 2011.  The ICTY has indicted 161 persons, of which only two
remain at large.  To date, proceedings against 116 persons have been
concluded, while 45 individuals are still involved in active proceedings.  The
Tribunal has considered the crime of persecution in most of these cases at
both the trial and appellate levels.  With each decision, further substance and
clarity has been added to the contours of the crime.   This improvement in
understanding the crime of persecution and its various manifestations
provides a significant contribution to the legal development of crimes against
humanity in general.   It will likely serve as an important source of guidance
for both national and international courts in addressing this complex and
heinous crime.

As you might imagine, one of the most complex issues in relation to
persecution is identifying the underlying acts it encompasses.  Although the
ICTY Statute was modeled on the Nuremberg Charter, the restriction
mentioned before – that persecution be committed in association with another
crime reached by the Statute – has been explicitly rejected by the ICTY.  The
Tribunal instead clarified that the crime of persecution, thanks to its
development in the fifty years between Nuremberg and the first ICTY cases,
consists of the intentional, gross, or blatant denial, on discriminatory grounds,
of a fundamental right laid down in international customary or treaty law.10

That is, persecution is not limited to crimes enumerated within the Statute of
the ICTY, but encompasses other acts in violation of a fundamental right, as
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long as the persecutory acts reach the same level of gravity as other crimes
against humanity – for example, murder, extermination, enslavement,
deportation, imprisonment, and torture.11  Thus, it has finally been recognized
that persecution can consist of the deprivation of a wide variety of rights,
including attacks on political, economic, and social rights, as well as acts of
harassment, humiliation, and psychological abuse.

The importance of this expanded definition is clarified when considering
situations such as the persecution of Jews and other groups in the 1930s,
before the Second World War and exterminations began.  If the underlying
acts of persecution were only those acts that were also crimes under
international law, the result would follow that many heinous discriminatory
acts would not be considered persecution – a result at odds with contemporary
awareness and basic humanitarian principles accepted at the international
level.

Considering this example in detail, recall that on September 15, 1935, one
of the infamous Nuremberg laws stripped German Jews of voting rights.  On
October 21, 1937, Himmler issued a decree providing for the arrest of
German Jews who had emigrated abroad but had decided to come back to
Germany.  Between July and December 1938, legislative and executive
provisions limited Jews’ access to various professions, barred Jews from
schools, and imposed a collective tax of a billion Deutschemarks on Jewish
communities.  These acts, and I am mentioning only a few examples among
a multitude of outrages, were not punishable before the Nuremberg Tribunal
because they were not connected to the war and had not been committed in
connection with other crimes within its jurisdiction.  Even those acts that were
committed after the Second World War began, such as the gradual imposition
from October 1939 onwards of the requirement to wear a yellow star, would
not have been considered “serious” enough in that legal context.  While, in
and of itself, the requirement to wear an identifying symbol may not be
considered such a serious violation of a fundamental human right so as to
amount to a crime, in the specific circumstances, few would disagree that it
was intended to provoke – even to facilitate and to instigate – discrimination
against Jews by security officials and by the population at large.  Nobody
would deny, I think, that such conduct should be considered a persecutory act.
Similarly, one must consider policies such as discriminatory employment
dismissals, denial of public services, and denials of justice as persecutory
acts, particularly when committed in conjunction with one another.  These
policies, I would add, are exactly the ones we have found to have been
implemented in many regions of the former Yugoslavia in preparation for



360 JOURNAL OF NATIONAL SECURITY LAW & POLICY [Vol. 2:355

12.    Nahimana v. Prosecutor, Case No. ICTR-99-52-A, Judgement (Nov. 28, 2007).
13.    Nahimana, Judgement ¶987.

ethnic cleansing there.  They could even be considered typical warning signs
that persecution through more serious criminal acts is likely to follow.

I strongly believe that, as the ICTY has stated, the guiding principle in
determining whether an act, such as one of harassment or humiliation, may
amount to persecution is not a function of its apparent cruelty, but of the
discriminatory effect the act seeks to encourage within the general populace.
This is undoubtedly true now, although it was not so at the time of the
Nuremberg Tribunal, due to the early stage of the development of crimes
against humanity in general and of the crime of persecution in particular.

III.  HATE SPEECH AS PERSECUTION

I know that I will spark an animated debate with this example, but in
relation to persecution and the concepts just outlined, it would be useful to
consider the recent judgment by the ICTR Appeals Chamber in Prosecutor v.
Nahimana (the “Media Case”).12  The defendants are two individuals who
founded a private radio company in Rwanda, and the editor-in-chief of a
newspaper.  The three men were accused of participating in the 1994 genocide
through the control they exerted over the media.  After lengthy and complex
proceedings, which involved a number of legal and factual issues I need not
explore here, they were convicted for, inter alia, inciting or aiding and
abetting genocide, committing persecution, and aiding and abetting
extermination through radio broadcasts and newspaper articles originating
from their media outlets.

In its judgment, the Appeals Chamber clarified that “hate speech,”
infringing as it does the right to security and human dignity, may under
certain circumstances amount to a persecutory act rising to the level of
required gravity, either on its own or when taken in conjunction with other
similar infringements.13  In other words, hate speech targeting a population on
one of the prohibited discriminatory grounds violates the right to respect for
human dignity of the members of that group and thus constitutes
“discrimination in fact.”  Hate speech, such as in the Media Case, which is
accompanied by incitement to commit genocide and is part of a massive
campaign of other discriminatory acts – including acts of violence against
property and persons – without any doubt does rise to the required level of
gravity so as to amount to persecution.  This legal finding is, in my view,
firmly grounded in existing limitations on freedom of expression in
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international law.14  It has been argued that this notion conflates hate speech
with incitement to violent crimes and makes protected speech an element of
the crime of persecution.15  I disagree with such a view.  With all due respect,
I believe that this approach does not, among other things, take into account
the lack of consensus at the international level about what protection should
be given to abusive language when it infringes upon the right to human
dignity, and it does not adequately address the power of propaganda to incite
when it takes place in situations of extended discrimination with an ethnic
component.  Hate speech may, and in the Media Case it did, amount to an
underlying act of persecution.16

On the other hand, the existence of stringent general requirements for
crimes against humanity, such as the need for a widespread or systematic
attack against the civilian population, warrants the conclusion that offensive
or otherwise disagreeable speech will generally not form the basis for a
conviction of this type.  Only in extreme situations will some types of speech
be considered underlying acts of persecution.

IV.  INTERACTION BETWEEN PERSECUTION AND THE LAWS OF WAR

Another interesting facet of persecution that has been analyzed at length
by the Trial Chambers and the Appeals Chamber of the ad hoc Yugoslavia
and Rwanda Tribunals is the interaction between persecution and the laws and
customs of war.  This topic has not been analyzed much by scholars and
commentators, but is in my opinion an extremely promising area of inquiry.
I will touch upon only a few examples.  

Considering, for instance, what acts belligerents are permitted by the laws
of war to commit during an armed conflict, could an accused use this body of
law as a defense in proceedings related to crimes against humanity occurring
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during a war?  In other words, could an individual accused of, inter alia,
dismissing persons on a discriminatory basis as part of a systematic attack
against the civilian population plead military necessity as a valid defense?
Such a case has quite recently surfaced before the ICTY.  In April 2007, the
Appeals Chamber issued its judgment in the Brpanin case touching upon this
question.17  Radoslav Brpanin was a member of the Bosnian Serb leadership
intent on creating a separate Bosnian Serb state, from which most non-Serb
Bosnians would be permanently removed.  He argued that Article 27 of the
Fourth Geneva Convention allowed for the termination of employment of
Bosnian Muslims and Croats for security reasons.  Article 27 includes the
statement that “the Parties to the conflict may take such measures of control
and security in regard to protected persons as may be necessary as a result of
the war.”18  Brpanin essentially averred that firing dozens of Bosnian Muslims
amounted to a legitimate security measure in wartime.  The Appeals Chamber
upheld the dismissal of Brpanin’s claim by the Trial Chamber, confirming
that concerns of “control and security” cannot be considered outside of the
context within which those terminations had taken place –  in other words,
they should be considered in light of the illegal plan to ethnically cleanse the
territory claimed by the Bosnian Serb authorities.  It was clear from the text
of the decisions by local authorities that the real reason for the dismissals was
the ethnicity of the individuals involved.  The Appeals Chamber essentially
explained that, when it is proven that a transfer was made on discriminatory
grounds, authorities may not attempt to justify it by invoking control and
security concerns.  This is of course a very important statement, which makes
it clear that acts in furtherance of persecutory policies may not be cloaked by
seemingly lawful measures in order to avoid individual criminal
responsibility.  A truly independent judge in such circumstances will have to
assess the real import of the measures and their intended outcome, as well as
incidental effects on the victims, and come to a conclusion that does not
necessarily bow in deference to the exercise of military or civilian executive
power.
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V.  PERSECUTION IN THE ICC STATUTE

Article 7 of the ICC Statute lists as crimes against humanity, with minor
variations, the acts enumerated in the 1996 Draft Code and in the ICTY and
ICTR Statutes.19  It explicitly defines persecution as “the intentional and
severe deprivation of fundamental rights contrary to international law by
reason of the identity of the group or collectivity.”20  The ICC Statute,
however, defines some aspects of crimes against humanity, and therefore also
of persecution, differently than the Statutes of the ad hoc Tribunals or
customary international law.  First, this provision only applies if the
perpetrator engages in a course of conduct involving the multiple commission
of covered acts while pursuing or furthering “a State or organizational policy
to commit” an attack against a civilian population.21  This places limits on
existing customary international law.  Second, the discriminatory grounds
listed by the ICC Statute are not limited to political,  racial, or religious
grounds, but encompass also national, ethnic, cultural, gender, and “other
grounds that are universally recognized as impermissible under international
law.”22  This is an expansion of the law as stated in the ICTY and ICTR
Statutes, and should be welcomed despite its vagueness and the possible
difficulty in application.

The ICC Statute makes one further departure from existing international
law, and one that is very relevant to the subject of this article.  Persecution
under the ICC Statute must be committed in connection with other acts or
crimes within the jurisdiction of the ICC.23  Thus, it would seem that Article
7 of the ICC Statute might signal a reversion to the idea, adopted in the
Nuremberg Charter, that persecutory acts may only be punished if they are
committed in connection with other acts or crimes within the Court’s
jurisdiction.  Once again, policies of discrimination not specifically linked to
war crimes, genocide, or other crimes against humanity might go unpunished.
But will it be so?  I think it will be interesting to see how the first cases before
the ICC involving persecution are tried and adjudicated.  While it is true that
the Statute is a treaty and that State parties will consider its wording as
binding in relation to the definition of crimes punishable under the Statute, I
wonder whether Article 21 does not allow greater flexibility in the
interpretation of the Statute in accordance with customary international law.
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Article 21(1) of the ICC Statute provides that the Court shall apply: 

(a) In the first place, this Statute, Elements of Crimes and its Rules
of Procedure and Evidence;

(b) In the second place, where appropriate, applicable treaties and the
principles and rules of international law, including the established
principles of the international law of armed conflict . . . .24 

Subsection (b) no doubt requires judges to consider customary international
law, which lacks the requirement of a link with other crimes for persecution,
when assessing individual criminal responsibility of accused persons.  While
of course judges will not apply rules clearly inconsistent with the wording of
the Statute, it has yet to be determined what the Statute means when it states
that customary international law should be applied “where appropriate.”  This
is particularly so in cases where international law takes the form of jus cogens
– peremptory rules that are non-derogable by treaty or by “simple” custom.
In such instances, the Court might decide that the ICC Statute has restricted
the jurisdictional scope of the applicable law on crimes against humanity.
However, the Court might rule to the contrary, finding that it is bound by the
current developments in international customary law because it would be
“appropriate”  –  within the meaning of Article 21 – to apply this law together
with the Statute.  Only practice will tell how the interaction will play out.

Another interesting issue is the exercise of the Court’s jurisdiction
vis-à-vis crimes committed in States that have not ratified the Statute.  For
example, the situation in Darfur is under investigation, after it was referred
to the ICC by the Security Council,25 but Sudan is not a party to the ICC
treaty.  In such circumstances, will the Court apply international law only as
set out in the Statute, considering that the Statute is not binding on States like
Sudan, or will the judges start applying customary international law, arguably
applicable to all States and other subjects of international law, regardless of
whether they have ratified the Statute? If the Court is to apply custom in
relation to States like Sudan, will it apply it even when it is in contrast with
the letter of the Statute  –  for example, in relation to the connection between
persecution and other criminal acts?  Once again, only practice will tell.
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CONCLUSION

The current understanding of crimes against humanity is essentially a
product of the activity of the ICTY and the ICTR in the past fifteen years.
The ad hoc Tribunals have indeed clarified many previously contentious
aspects of the concept of crimes against humanity in general, as well as the
definition and application of various specific crimes, in particular persecution.
These notions have, by now, undoubtedly become well established in
customary international law and will be further applied and considered by
international and domestic tribunals in the future.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue true
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages true
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth 8
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


