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The term “genocide” did not exist before 1944. It is a very specific term, referring to violent 

crimes committed against a group with the intent to destroy the existence of the group. 

The Museum strongly encourages teachers to discuss with their students the concept of genocide 

and its development since World War II to provide background and a foundation for their 

investigation of individual or multiple genocidal events. For more information on this subject, 

visit the “Confront Genocide” section of our website. 

 Define the term “genocide.”  

 Investigate the context and dynamics that have led to genocide.  

 Be wary of simplistic parallels to other genocides.  

 Analyze American and world response.  

 Illustrate positive actions taken by individuals and nations in the face of genocide.  

Define genocide 

The UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide defines 

genocide as “any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: 

1.     Killing members of the group;  

2.     Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  

3.     Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its    

physical destruction in whole or in part;  

4.     Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  

5.     Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”  
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Investigate the context and dynamics that have led to genocide 

A study of genocide should consider what the steps toward genocide 

in a society have been or could be. Analyze the factors and patterns that may play a role in the 

early stages: political considerations, economic difficulties, local history and context, etc. How 

are targeted groups defined, dehumanized, marginalized, and/or segregated before mass killing 

begins? As students learn of the early phases of a genocide, ask them to consider how steps and 

causal conditions may have been deflected or minimized. Ask them to think about scope, intent, 

and tactics. Be mindful that there is no one set pattern or list of preliminary steps that always 

lead to mass murder. 

Be wary of simplistic parallels to other genocides 

Each genocide has its own unique characteristics of time, place, 

people, and methods. Students are likely to try to make facile comparisons to other genocides, 

particularly the Holocaust; however, it is up to the teacher to redirect students to the specifics of 

a particular community at a particular time and place. Some parallels do indeed exist between the 

Holocaust and other genocides: the use of trains to transport victims, camps for detention and 

killing, etc. However, genocide has also occurred without these two tactics. Thus, you could 

make careful comparisons between the tactics or procedures used by oppressors to destroy 

communities, but you should avoid comparing the pain and suffering of individuals. 
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Analyze American and world response 

The world community is very different and far more complicated in 

the aftermath of the Holocaust. An important goal in studying all aspects of genocide is to learn 

from mistakes and apply these lessons to the future. To do this, students must strive to 

understand not only what was done, or not done, in the past but also why action was or was not 

taken. As with any historical event, it is important to present the facts. Students need to be aware 

of the various choices that the global community had available before, during, and after the mass 

killing. It is important to begin at home, with the choices available to the United States. It is also 

important to discuss all of the stakeholders involved—political leaders, religious leaders, and 

private citizens. Next, it is critical to discuss the range of choices seemingly available to the rest 

of the global community. How did international and regional authorities respond? What is the 

role of nongovernmental organizations? When is diplomacy, negotiation, isolation, or military 

involvement appropriate or effective? 

Students may become frustrated when they learn of governmental inaction in the face of 

genocide. While there are certainly cynical reasons for not intervening, teachers can lead 

students to understand the complexity of responding to genocide—that it is usually not a simple 

matter to step into another country and tell one group to stop killing another group. In addressing 

what might cause genocide and how to prevent it, consider these questions: 

 When does a nation (the United States, for example) have the political will to take all 

necessary steps to stop genocide?  

 How much international cooperation can be mustered? How much is needed?  

 What are the possible ramifications of intervention?  

 Is a nation willing to absorb casualties and death to stop a genocide?  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Illustrate positive actions taken by individuals and nations in the face of genocide 

One reason that genocide occurs is the complicity of bystanders within 

the nation and around the world. However, in each genocide, there have been individuals—both 

persons at risk inside the country as well as external observers or stakeholders—who have 

spoken out against the oppressive regime and/or rescued threatened people. There are always a 

few who stand up to face evil with tremendous acts of courage—and sometimes very small acts 

of courage, of no less importance. Teachers should discuss these responses without exaggerating 

their numbers or their frequency. 

When teaching and learning about genocide, individuals may fall prey to helplessness or 

acceptance of inevitability because the event is imminent or in progress. The magnitude of the 

event and seeming inertia in the world community and its policymakers can be daunting, but 

actions of any size have potential impact. Numerous episodes from the Holocaust and other 

genocides illustrate this point. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Jen Wilson’s ideas regarding the teaching of Genocide: 

 After teaching my Ethnic Conflict course for years now, which runs for a semester at a time, I 

realized that the harshness of the material, coupled with the realizations about human nature that the 

students discover, can definitely make them depressed and a little leery about moving forward to 

different topics.  Therefore I make it a point to insert some sort of activism to show them that we can, as 

a community of learners (acting as our own “international community”) make a positive difference in 

our school and the world! We might raise money for a cause (this year we “canned” in lunches for Syrian 

Refugees), enter a contest of some sort that relates to our class, do a “random act of kindness” 

campaign, or something of the like where we are serving others and demonstrating social activism.  I 

also have them paint every semester, an abstract painting, representing their emotions or an actual 

event that we have studied. We go to the art room if we can to have a change of scenery.  We have 

definitely taken on the bullying issue in my course as well in a variety of ways.  Overall these activities 

scattered throughout the semester gives them a break from learning every class period about horrific 

crimes against humanity, and also makes them realize the “power of one;” that they can make a 

difference individually as well as part of a group.  


