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Understanding A Problem from Hell by Samantha
Power

A Problem from Hell is a pivotal work by Samantha Power that delves into the history of
American foreign policy regarding genocide and mass atrocities. Published in 2002, this
book not only examines the failures of the United States to intervene in genocidal
situations but also critiques the broader international community's inaction in the face of
such crises. Power, a former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations and a Pulitzer Prize-
winning author, draws on her extensive research and firsthand accounts to provide a
thorough analysis of the political, social, and moral implications of genocide.

The Concept of Genocide in A Problem from Hell

In her book, Power articulates a clear definition of genocide, drawing from the United
Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948).
She emphasizes that genocide is not merely a historical or legal term but a pressing moral
issue that challenges humanity. Power identifies the following key elements that
characterize genocide:

Intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group.

Acts committed against individuals of such groups, including killing, causing serious
bodily or mental harm, and deliberately inflicting living conditions calculated to bring
about physical destruction.

Recognition of the term by the international community as a moral

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'A Problem from Hell' by
Samantha Power?

The book primarily focuses on the concept of genocide and the international
community's failure to prevent it, examining historical cases and the moral dilemmas
involved.



How does Samantha Power define genocide in her
book?

Power defines genocide not only as the physical extermination of a group but also as
actions intended to destroy a group's culture and identity, emphasizing the need for
a broader understanding of the term.

What historical events does Power analyze in 'A
Problem from Hell'?

Power analyzes several historical events including the Armenian Genocide, the
Holocaust, the Cambodian genocide, the Rwandan genocide, and the ethnic
cleansing in the Balkans.

What role does the United States play in the
narrative of 'A Problem from Hell'?

Power critiques the U.S. government's inaction and often ambivalent response to
genocides, highlighting missed opportunities for intervention and the political
calculations that influenced these decisions.

What is one of the key arguments Power makes in
her book?

One of Power's key arguments is that the international community has a moral
obligation to intervene in cases of genocide and that failure to do so constitutes
complicity.

How does Power propose the international
community should respond to genocide?

Power advocates for a proactive approach, including diplomatic pressure,
humanitarian aid, and, when necessary, military intervention to prevent or stop acts
of genocide.



What impact did 'A Problem from Hell' have on
public awareness of genocide?

The book significantly raised public awareness about the reality of genocide and the
responsibilities of nations to prevent it, influencing discussions on foreign policy and
humanitarian intervention.

What is the significance of the title 'A Problem from
Hell'?

The title reflects the moral and ethical dilemma faced by individuals and nations
when confronted with the horrors of genocide, suggesting that it is a pervasive issue
that challenges humanity's conscience.

Has 'A Problem from Hell' received any awards or
recognitions?

Yes, 'A Problem from Hell' received the Pulitzer Prize for General Nonfiction in 2003
and has been recognized for its in-depth research and compelling narrative.
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