
The 1948 Genocide Convention
A Critically Important Outcome of World War II



Learning Objectives

1 Understand German Lebensraum Ideology

Explain why Hitler's territorial expansion ideology was a primary 
justification for starting World War II and how it shaped his 
conquest plan – Generalplan Ost.

2 Analyze German Racial Ideology

Identify how German beliefs about "racial superiority" provided 
justification for committing genocide against targeted groups.

3 Examine the 1948 Genocide Convention

Understand the Convention's definition of genocide, its four 
victim groups, five acts of genocide, and its lasting impact on 
international law.

4 Connect to Modern Human Rights

Explain why the Genocide Convention remains a critically 
important outcome of WWII and complements the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.



The War Begins: A Coordinated Attack

September 1939: Germany and Soviet Union Attack Poland

World War II began when two totalitarian powers launched a coordinated attack on 
Poland. This wasn't a coincidence—Hitler and Stalin had secretly agreed to divide 
Poland and Eastern Europe between their empires.

The German-Soviet Pact contained secret provisions that carved up Poland and 
assigned "spheres of influence" throughout Eastern Europe. Poland was specifically 
targeted for complete annihilation as an independent nation.

This joint aggression marked the beginning of the most devastating conflict in human 
history, setting the stage for unprecedented atrocities that would later demand new 
international laws.



German Lebensraum Ideology

Core Principle

Lebensraum means "living space" in 
German. Nazis believed Germans 
needed to expand eastward to 
acquire agricultural land and 
resources for their "racially superior" 
population.

Justification for War

Hitler used Lebensraum ideology to 
justify attacking Poland and later the 
Soviet Union. He claimed Germans 
had a natural right to displace 
"inferior" Slavic peoples.

Generalplan Ost

The German "Master Plan for the East" carried out Hitler’s Lebensraum ideology 
through systematic deportation, enslavement, and murder of Poles to make room 
for German settlers. In Ukraine and Belarus, some residents were displaced and, 
in a few cases, murdered to prepare for future German settlement.



German Racial Ideology: The 
Foundation for Genocide

Pseudoscientific Racial 
Hierarchy

Germans created a false scientific 
framework ranking races, placing 
"Aryans" at the top and declaring 
Jews, Romani, and Slavs as "inferior 
races" that threatended German 
racial purity.

Three Primary Targets

German ideology specifically 
targeted three groups for 
systematic destruction: European 
Jews, European Romani, and Poles. 
Each group faced different but 
equally brutal persecution.

Lebensborn and Aktion T4

The Lebensborn program promoted 
"racially pure" births, while Aktion 
T4 systematically murdered 
disabled individuals, serving as a 
testing ground for later genocide 
methods.



Three Genocides

6M

The Holocaust

Well-known organized murder of Polish and 
other European Jews

500K

Romani Holocaust (Porajmos)

Less-known persecution and murder of Romani 
people across German-occupied Europe

1.8M

Genocide of Poles

Less-known murder of Polish civilians and 
intellectuals to destroy Polish national identity

These three genocides represented Germany's systematic attempt to eliminate populations they deemed "racially inferior." Each targeted group 
faced unique but equally brutal methods of persecution and extermination.

2.4M



Raphael Lemkin: The Man Who Named Genocide

Background and Motivation

Raphael Lemkin was a Polish-Jewish lawyer who witnessed the Armenian genocide of 
1915 and later fled German-occupied Europe to the United States during World War II.

Motivated by the lack of international law to address mass atrocities, Lemkin dedicated 
his life to creating a legal framework to prevent and punish the destruction of protected 
groups.

Creating the Concept

In 1944, Lemkin published "Axis Rule in Occupied Europe", coining the term "genocide" 
by combining the Greek word "genos" (group) with the Latin suffix "cide" (killing).



From Concept to International Law

01

1944: Term Created

Lemkin publishes Axis Rule in Occupied Europe and coins the term 
"genocide" to describe German atrocities.

02

1945-1947: International Campaign

Lemkin lobbies United Nations delegates, giving speeches and building 
support for an international genocide law.

03

1948: Convention Adopted

UN General Assembly unanimously approves the Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. One day later, it 
unanimously approved the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

04

1951: International Law

Convention enters into force after required number of countries ratify the 
agreement.



The 1948 Genocide Convention: Defining Genocide

"Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group..."

—Article II, 1948 Genocide Convention

Four Protected Groups

• National groups

• Ethnic groups

• Racial groups

• Religious groups

Key Principle: Intent

The defining element is the specific intent to destroy the group, in 
whole or in part, specifically because of its nationality, ethnicity, race, 
or religion.



Five Acts of Genocide

Killing Group Members

Direct murder of individuals because of their group membership

Causing Serious Harm

Physical or mental harm inflicted on group members

Inflicting Destructive Conditions

Creating living conditions intended to destroy the group

Preventing Births

Imposing measures to prevent births within the group

Forcible Transfer of Children

Forcibly transferring children to another group



WWII Examples of Genocide Acts

Act of Genocide WWII Example

Killing Group Members Mass gassing of Jews in death camps; mass murders of Polish intellectuals

Causing Serious Harm Medical experiments on prisoners; interrogation tortures of Polish civilians

Destructive Conditions Starvation in Warsaw Ghetto; relentless concentration camp brutalities and deaths

Preventing Births Forced sterilizations; separation of women from men; prohibition of marriage

Child Transfer Lebensborn program; abduction of 196,000 Polish children for "Germanization"

These examples demonstrate how German policies systematically targeted specific groups through multiple methods, fulfilling the Convention's 
definition of genocide through coordinated, intentional destruction.



Universal Accountability: A Revolutionary Concept

11948: International Criminal Law

For the first time in history, genocide became a crime under 
international law, establishing that some crimes transcend 

national boundaries. 2 Universal Jurisdiction

Article VI establishes that genocide can be prosecuted by any 
competent tribunal, creating accountability regardless of where 
crimes occur.3Modern Implementation

Led to creation of International Criminal Tribunal for 
Yugoslavia (1993), Rwanda (1994), and the International 

Criminal Court (2002).



Two Pillars of Post-War International Order

Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Established fundamental rights and freedoms for all individuals globally

Genocide Convention

Criminalized destruction of protected groups and established accountability

Together, these documents created a new international legal framework protecting both individual rights and group survival—a direct response to the 
horrors witnessed during World War II.



Why the Genocide Convention Matters Today

Prevention Through Recognition

By clearly defining genocide, the Convention provides early warning 
signs and a legal framework for international intervention before 
atrocities escalate.

Justice and Accountability

Ensures perpetrators can be prosecuted regardless of national 
borders, preventing impunity for mass atrocities against vulnerable 
populations.

Moral and Legal Authority

Establishes international consensus that genocide is "a crime under 
international law" that deserves universal condemnation and action.

Foundation for Human Rights

Created the precedent for international humanitarian law, influencing 
modern human rights treaties and international justice systems.



Never Again
The 1948 Genocide Convention emerged from humanity's darkest hour, transforming 
the horrors of World War II into a beacon of hope for international justice and human 
rights protection.

Key Takeaway: The Genocide Convention represents one of the most 
important legacies of World War II—proving that even from humanity's 
greatest tragedies can come lasting progress toward a more just and 
peaceful world.

By understanding this history, we honor the victims while strengthening our 
commitment to preventing future genocides and protecting vulnerable populations 
worldwide.
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