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Abstract 

Exploring new approaches to the study of genocide denialism:  

Towards a criminological network analysis of genocide denial 

 

Roland Moerland 

Department of Criminal law and Criminology, Faculty of Law, Maastricht University. 

Scholars such as Charny, Hovannisian, Vidal-Naquet, Lipstadt and Nichanian have engaged in 

pioneering research on the topic of genocide denial and their work has contributed greatly to 

our understanding of the phenomenon. These scholars have discerned various strategies, 

templates and forms of genocide denial in their studies. Many others have furthered the field 

by applying and expanding on these insights. They have done so mainly from sociological, 

psychological and historiographical perspectives. In his presentation Moerland explores the 

ways in which other perspectives can contribute to this field of research. In his research 

Moerland draws on the fields of criminology, narrative and political claims analysis. He 

furthermore uses computer based technologies that enable advanced discourse network 

analyses though annotation, while offering the ability to disentangle and visualize networks 

using dynamic models/knowledge graphs. That last aspect is especially relevant, because 

scholars of genocide denial have not yet capitalized on the possibilities that data science has to 

offer. Moerland discusses the added value of these approaches for the study of genocide denial 

and he refects on how these approaches can be used to develop actions that allow us to more 

strategically act against the problem of genocide denial. 
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Slide 1 Introduction 

Today I would like to share some thoughts on several theoretical and methodological aspects 

of a research project that I am developing. The project focuses on the problem of genocide 

denial and more particularly the denial of the genocide against the Tutsi which took place in 

Rwanda in 1994. During this presentation, I will focus on the challenges that such genocide 

denial raises and how I try to address these challenges by developing novel or alternative 

approaches to the study of denial. As an introduction and to illustrate the challenges I want to 

briefly refer to a case that received quite some attention and therefore you might be familiar 

with it. 

 

Slide 2 In Praise of Blood 

In 2018 penguin Random House published the book In Praise of Blood by Judi Rever. The 

book was hailed by some as a must read for everyone studying Rwanda, because it looks into 

crimes perpetrated by the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) and its leader and current president 

of Rwanda Paul Kagame. Indeed, the gross human rights violations perpetrated by the 

Rwandan Patriotic Fron have often been overlooked in research on Rwanda. Others however, 

like the survivor organisation IBUKA, that represents Tutsi victims of the genocide, denounced 

the book as severely negationist. Rever’s quest into the crimes of the RPF has indeed resulted 

in a narrative that ultimately makes the Tutsi victims responsible for their own victimization 

while at the same time portraying them as perpetrators of genocidal crimes. Rever turns the 

tables, turns victims into main perpetrators of the violence in that period. It is basically an 

accusation in the mirror, which is a technique often used in denial discourses. 

 

Slide 3: Challenges 

I don’t want to go into too much detail, but I mention In Praise of Blood because for me it 

highlights several challenges that forced me to look for new ways to study and react to the 

problem of genocide denial. Firstly, the book is exemplary for how the denial of the genocide 

against the Tutsi has developed over time. Where initial denials simply factually denied that a 

genocide had been perpetrated, over time more complex forms of denial were developed to 

obscure the true nature of the violence that was perpetrated. Instead of factual denials, such 

sophisticated denials entail a mixture of interpretative and implicatory denial. They are very 

hard to recognize for non-experts. Furthermore, Rever’s book is not an incident, but it is part 

of a steady stream of denialist content captured in tracts, reports, books, videos and 

documentaries, etc. The denial of the genocide is proliferating, involving wider range of actors 

and it is becoming more main stream reaching broader audiences. Where in the past books with 

such extreme claims were published by obscure publishers, Rever’s book is published by a 

major publisher. Thirdly, increasing complexity also raises the questions regarding the ability 

to discern denialist from non-denialist content. How do you determine the denialist nature of 

speech. That is what we see scholars, editorial boards, complaints commissions and judges 

struggle with. Fourthly, when addressing such complex denial, one also runs into the 

limitations of the current field of research. Most research focuses on the denial of the Holocaust 

and the Armenian genocide and there is not much in depth research on the denial of the 

genocide against the Tutsi that you can draw on. Moreover, the pioneering spirit of the 1990ies 
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in which research on genocide denial “boomed” seems to have stalled and innovative work on 

genocide denial is currently largely lacking. To address the just mentioned challenges the field 

needs to overcome its limitations and develop further. If you move beyond these challenges 

that relate to analysis and explanation, and you think about how to constructively and 

effectively deal with the problem of denial, new challenges arise. If denial becomes very 

complex, how to make the audiences more able bodied against denial? They are unbale to 

recognize such complex denial narratives for what they really are. I wrote a 300 page book on 

it, but I cannot ask general audiences to read this (Moerland 2016). You need to be an expert. 

So, how do you raise critical awareness in a comprehensive and understandable way among 

non-expert audiences?  Moreover, how to effectively deal with the problem? Now I conduct 

many different case studies. When an instance of denial comes up, you analyse it in detail, do 

fact checking, deconstruct the rhetorical mechanisms used, it is extremely time consuming and 

it has shown to be rather ineffective… The question is how to successfully disrupt genocide 

denial? 

 

Slide 4: Approach 

Inspired by these challenges, I have been thinking about how to further the study of the denial 

of the genocide against the Tutsi and the multidisciplinary approach that I am currently 

developing consists of three parts: 

1) I built upon discourse analysis and add insights from political claims analysis and 

narrative analysis to further develop the sensitizing conceptual framework. 

2) I draw on social network analysis and computer based technologies to study and 

visualize the construction of genocide denial networks.  

3) I rely on criminological prevention strategies to strategically focus on key elements 

(nodes) within these networks. 

I have been discussing my approach with colleagues for further insights and reflection, and that 

is also what I would like to do today. I want to briefly unfold my three-part approach and 

highlight what it entails and why it is relevant given the challenges mentioned. 

 

Slide 5: From discourse analysis to narrative and political claims analysis 

The approach that I used in the past to study denial of the genocide against the Tutsi, relied on 

critical discourse analysis in the vain of Laclau and Mouffe (1985) and Fairclough (1995). The 

vantage point is that through speech and writings genocide deniers attempt to redefine 

genocidal realities in order to obscure the true nature of their genocidal enterprise and the 

violence perpetrated. Denial in the context of genocide is very pervasive, which can be 

explained with reference to the aim that genocide strives to achieve. According to Lemkin 

(2014) who coined the term genocide, genocide entails the annihilation of a people. 

Annihilation means that a people seize to exist, complete obliteration. Such annihilation 

requires that in addition to the victims, the manifestations or the remnants of the violence that 

was perpetrated, are also destroyed so that nothing reminds us of the victims and the process 

by which they were victimized. Genocide thus unleashes its violence upon itself in order to 

obliterate itself from reality. As Nichanian (2009) explains, due to the nature of the crime, 



4 
 

genocide is destined to erase itself as an historical fact.  Such erasure can take the form of the 

physical destruction of evidence, but due the massive scope of the crime of genocide, it is 

impossible to destroy all evidence and to dispose of all the witnesses. To deal with such 

evidentiary challenges, perpetrators resort to discursive means of destruction or as Nichanian 

(2009) refers to it: historiographic perversion. Discourse analysis, is very well suited to analyse 

the perverted alternative construction of reality that deniers promote and to lay bare the key 

signifiers/key discursive elements that make up their discourse. My previous research analysed 

such elements, their construction and reproduction over time, but in a rudimentary way 

(Moerland 2016). In that sense I was able to lay bare the contours of the denial of the genocide 

against the Tutsi. 

One important development that I witnessed, is that initially denial was often couched in 

political rhetoric of the perpetrators and those who ideologically aligned with them, but f.i. 

Rever’s book is not a political pamphlet, instead it presents denial in narrative form. Within 

discourse analysis, there is a sub-genre of narrative analysis that has generated interesting and 

relevant insights about the construction of narratives and their implications. I want to deepen 

my discourse analytical approach by drawing on that field of research. Narratives have certain 

characteristics, such a context, plot, characters, moral of the story etc. and they are structured 

in particular ways. Apparently narrative forms are especially appealing to audiences (Jones 

Mcbeth 2010) This can help me to better explain how denial is able to reach broader audiences 

and how it affects their sensemaking of historical events. The narrative form may play an 

important role in the process of mainstreaming.  

As noted earlier, denial is often couched in the political rhetoric of those involved in 

perpetrating the genocide and those who align with their cause. There is another sub-genre of 

discourse analysis that is also relevant in that regard, namely political claims analysis. Political 

claims analysis holds that actors in political movements, attempt to challenge dominant 

definitions of reality by mobilizing new interpretations (Koopmans and Statham 1999). What 

I found particularly interesting about political claims analysis is that it argues that discursive 

space is structured or configured by coalitions that are formed around common story lines 

(Hajer 1993). Such a discourse coalition is basically a group of actors who share the same 

social construct, that being a belief or idea. Relevant is that discourse coalitions don’t 

necessarily work together on the same goal. Instead their relationship is primarily based on the 

fact that they draw on the same ideas to interpret reality. This approach allows me to deal with 

the great variety of actors involved in genocide denialism, whose aims and intentions are often 

very different and can deviate from the intentions and aims of the initial perpetrators. What 

brings actors together in processes of denial is not that they aim to achieve the goal of the 

perpetrators, but somehow their ideas/beliefs overlap and they start to share the same discursive 

universes. This helps me to shed light on how coalitions are formed and basically how denial 

is organized. 

 

 

Slide 6: From discourse analysis to discourse network analysis 

Discourse coalitions can be further studied with the help of social network analysis, which 

allows for the analysis and visualization of the organization and development of discourse 
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coalitions over time (Leifeld 2011). Scholars of genocide denial have not capitalized on the 

possibilities that data science and computer based technologies have to offer. I am currently 

experimenting with different open source computer programs to annotate relevant data and 

analyse the denial of the genocide against the Tusi. The programs can be used manage data, 

qualitative coding/annotation of data, and ultimately the conversions into network data and 

knowledge graphs that reveal the relationship between coded/annotated elements. It can for 

instance give insight regarding which mechanisms are used, at which point in time, by whom 

and how (different types of) actors are related to ideas and how information travels through 

networks (evolution). According to Leifeld (2011) This method is capable of producing 

insights that are unobservable when relying on conventional interpretive or aggregate 

approaches. He notes that this type of network analysis, helps you to dig into the complexity, 

and deal with much more data, while at the same time the visualizations, reduce complexity to 

a degree that it is understandable while also maintaining a level complexity to avoid 

oversimplification.  

 

Slide 7: From discourse network analysis to criminological network based interventions 

Criminologists were quick to embrace social network analysis, not only to shed light on the 

construction or dynamics of criminal networks, but the analysis could inform policies geared 

towards disrupting those networks. Linquist and Zenou (2019) for instance explain that 

network analysis has become an important method for understanding and controlling crime 

networks. Crime is a group or interactional activity and many solo actions are actually part of 

a transactional setting involving the actions of a wide range of participants. Each of the solo 

acts is embedded in a broader network of activities. They furthermore note that such structures 

are not always hierarchically organized, but consist of loose associations of rather independent 

contractors or brokers. Such information on criminal networks is subsequently used by 

enforcement agencies to strategically target certain actors to disrupt the network. Taking out 

one key link at a ‘cut point’ can break the network chain and disrupt and fragment the network. 

Just as a side note, I want to mention here that the perspective that organization develops along 

a loosely coupled network of brokers can also further help us in making sense of how denial is 

organized.  

I think the idea or rationale underlying the above mentioned criminological approach can be 

insightful when it comes to addressing genocide denial. This of course doesn’t mean that I want 

to lock up deniers or prosecute them, I am not advocating that we need to police the past in 

such ways. Although in certain countries that is the case, because denial is criminalized. Also 

discourses cannot be locked up, the ideas that deniers spread do remain out there and it is very 

difficult to contain them. Nonetheless, I think this approach is highly interesting, because it 

allows you to operate more strategically in terms of the interventions that you can undertake to 

address the problem. Instead of trying to address every aspect of genocide denial discourses, 

the network analysis allows you to focus on elements of which you know that they are mostly 

likely to affect and disrupt the network. As discussed before genocide denial consist of 

discourse coalitions that are made up of actors and ideas. Based on centrality and density 

measurements one could designate which are key actors and ideas in the network. Critically 

addressing, a notion that is central to the network is more likely to disrupt it. Here also the 

notion of coalition magnets becomes relevant. It stems from the aforementioned field of 
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political claims analysis. Coalition magnets are influential ideas that have the capacity to appeal 

to diverse individuals and groups and brings them together in these coalitions. Coalitions are 

basically formed around such coalition magnets. Disrupting the network would ideally require 

the we pay specific attention to such coalition magnets. For instance, if a certain element of the 

discourse network turns out to be highly significant in the process of denial, one could pay 

more attention to that specific element when it comes to critical research and awareness raising. 

It could be addressed in scholarly work, or highlighted in museums, or during commemorative 

events, etc.  

 

Slide 8: Conclusion 

I think the multidisciplinary approach advocated here can help to further our research on 

genocide denial. To conclude, I just want to get back to one of the main challenges mentioned 

before, regarding the ability to discern denialist from non-denialist content. If denial becomes 

more complex and not only involves your ‘usual suspects’, draws on ‘double speak’, etc. how 

do you determine the denialist nature of speech? The proposed approach can assist you in better 

distinguishing denialist from non-denialist speech. Meaning, from a discourse analytical 

perspective is always relational. Meaning is created by how elements are linked to other 

elements by actors and are woven into broader discourse networks. So, in order to determine 

the meaning of speech or writing you need to know how it is embedded in that broader 

discursive network. If you can lay bare that network and, for instance, visualize it in 

comprehensive and understandable ways, it is easier to see whether certain speeches or writings 

overlap with elements of denial networks. 

 

 


