
The 1948 Genocide Convention

A Critically Important 

Important Outcome of 

of World War II
Understanding how the horrors of World War II led to international legal 

protections against genocide—a lesson for 10th-grade history and 

social science educators.

Points 1-7



The War That Changed Everything

September 1939

World War II began not with one invasion, but two 

coordinated attacks that erased Poland from the map. 

Germany struck from the west while the Soviet Union 

invaded from the east, acting on a secret pact that divided 

Poland and Eastern Europe between two totalitarian powers.

Britain and France declared war on Germany but not the 

Soviet Union—a decision that would shape the entire 

conflict.

The Secret Agreement

The Nazi-Soviet Pact (Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact) contained 

hidden provisions dividing Poland between Hitler and Stalin 

and establishing "spheres of influence" across Eastern 

Europe. This wasn't merely territorial expansion—it was 

the beginning of multiple genocides.

Poland, reborn in 1918 after 123 years of partition by Russia, 

Prussia, and Austria, ceased to exist once again after just 21 

years of independence.



Hitler's Lebensraum: An Ideology of Conquest

Eastward Expansion

The German "master race" must 

expand eastward by conquering 

Slavic lands, beginning with 

Poland, then Ukraine, Belarus, and 

Russia to ensure racial survival.

Population Removal

Native populations were to be 

removed through systematic 

extermination and enslavement, 

creating space for German 

colonization and a self-sufficient 

agrarian empire.

Aryan Colonization

"Inferior races"—Jews, Poles, 

Romani, and other Slavs—would 

be eliminated from conquered 

territories and replaced with ethnic 

Germans to create a racially pure 

Reich.

One week before invading Poland, Hitler ordered his generals to "send to death mercilessly and without compassion, men, 

women, and children of Polish derivation and language.“ This specifically meant ethnic Poles. While Poles were being 

murdered, Polish Jews were forced into German-controlled ghettos. 



The Scope of Hitler's Vision

Hitler's Lebensraum empire would have stretched from Scandinavia to the Ural Mountains, encompassing over 20 modern 

nations. Countries targeted included Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Belgium, Netherlands, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Belarus, Ukraine, Russia, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and the Caucasus nations.

The Generalplan Ost (Master Plan for the East) systematically implemented this ideology, calling for 85% of Poles and 

similar percentages of other Slavic populations to be exterminated or enslaved.



Stalin's Parallel Aggression

1

1919-1921

Polish-Soviet War: Poland defeats the Red 

Army at Battle of Warsaw, blocking 

Communist expansion into Germany. Stalin 

is blamed for the loss.

2

1939

Stalin declares Poland an "enemy nation" 

and signs a secret pact with Hitler to 

partition the country and expand Soviet 

control.

3

September 17, 1939

Soviet invasion of eastern Poland begins. 

Neither Britain nor France declares war on 

the USSR.

4

1941

Hitler invades the Soviet Union. Stalin 

becomes a member of the Allies against 

Germany, though Soviet crimes remain 

unaddressed.



Nazi Racial Ideology: A Framework for Mass Murder

1

Aryan "Master Race"

Superior

2

Other Europeans

Acceptable

3

“Inferior Races”

Slavs, Jews, Romani, and Black People

• Labeled as Untermenschen – “subhumans”

• Slavs, Jews, and Romani were targeted for elimination

• Black People were not targeted 

This pseudoscientific racial hierarchy justified the extermination of entire populations. Nazi ideology claimed that mixing with 

"inferior races" would contaminate and destroy German racial purity, thus making their genocide a duty of the Germans.



Three Genocides: Understanding 

Understanding the Full Scope

Scope

The Holocaust

Six million European Jews 

murdered, half of them Polish 

Jews. Deaths occurred through 

mass shootings, ghettos, and 

systematic gassing in 

extermination camps from 1941-

1945.

The Porajmos

The Romani Holocaust: 220,000 

to 1.5 million Roma and Sinti 

people killed through mass 

shootings, forced sterilization, 

starvation, and death camps 

across occupied Europe.

Genocide of Poles

Over 2 million ethnic Poles murdered by Germans, with additional 

hundreds of thousands killed by Soviets and Ukrainians. Polish elites 

systematically murdered by the Germans. Polish officers systematically 

murdered by te Soviets. Poles systematically murdered by the 

Ukrainians Insurgent Army.



The Holocaust: Europe's Collaboration

Germany and Austria could not have murdered six million Jews without 

extensive European collaboration. The genocide required a continent-

wide infrastructure of complicity.

Seven countries arrested and deported Jews to death camps: France, 

Holland, Hungary, Slovakia, Belgium, Norway, Bulgaria

Seven countries formed militias that murdered Jews: Ukraine, Lithuania, 

Latvia, Estonia, Croatia, Romania, Hungary

Thirteen countries formed SS units fighting for Hitler: Ukraine, Denmark, 

Norway, Belgium, Latvia, Estonia, Italy, France, Croatia, Holland, 

Romania, Finland, Bulgaria

Poland: An Exception

Poland uniquely did not form a collaborationist 

government, did not create Jewish-hunting 

militias, did not form SS units, nor serve as 

guards in death camps. Poles were prisoners 

and victims in these camps.



The Romani Holocaust: The Porajmos

The Romani people faced near-total extermination in several countries. Nazi Germany's 1935 Nuremberg Laws classified 

them as "enemies of the race-based state"—the same category as Jews.

100%

Near-Complete Annihilation

Almost entire Romani populations eliminated in Croatia, 

Estonia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands

25%

Minimum Death Toll

At least 200,000-500,000 of Europe's 1-2 million Romani 

killed, though actual numbers likely much higher

Romani faced forced sterilization, arbitrary incarceration, deportation to death camps including Auschwitz, and mass 

shootings by mobile killing squads. Many killings went unrecorded, making accurate counts impossible.



Genocide of Poles: Three Perpetrators

German Genocide

Over 2 million ethnic Poles killed 

through Generalplan Ost. Mass 

deportations for forced labor. 

Systematic murder of Polish 

intelligentsia (AB-Aktion, 

Intelligenzaktion, Operation 

Tannenberg). Kidnapping of 

200,000 Polish children with 

Aryan features for forced 

Germanization.

Soviet Genocide

Over 500,000 Poles arrested; at 

least 150,000 killed on Polish soil. 

Up to one million deported to 

Soviet labor camps. Katyn Forest 

massacre: 22,000 Polish officers 

executed to eliminate resistance to 

Stalin’s planned Communist 

control of postwar Poland.

Ukrainian Genocide

Ukrainian Insurgent Army 

murdered approximately 100,000 

Poles in Volhynia and eastern 

Galicia in a brutal, ethnic cleansing 

campaign to create an 

independent Ukrainian state in 

German-occupied Polish territory.



Operation Reinhard: The Killing 

Killing Machine

The Plan

Named after Reinhard Heydrich, who chaired the Wannsee 

Conference on the "Final Solution." Secret German operation 

to eliminate Polish Jews in the General Government.

Three Secret Camps

Belzec, Treblinka, and Sobibor established as dedicated 

killing centers. Combined with Chelmno, Majdanek, and 

Auschwitz-Birkenau to create industrial-scale murder.

The Result

Polish Jews comprised half of all European Jews 

murdered during the Holocaust. 2.8 million Polish Jews 

killed alongside 2.4 million ethnic Poles—a double 

genocide.



Beyond Jews and Romani: Other Nazi Atrocities

Black People Under Nazi Rule

Though not targeted for systematic genocide, Black 

Germans faced brutal persecution under Nazi racial 

ideology. Hitler blamed Jews and the French for 

introducing "Negro blood" into Germany.

• Excluded from schools starting in 1941

• Lost jobs due to racial laws, forced into illegal or menial 

work

• Interned in concentration and forced labor camps

• Subjected to dehumanizing treatment and abuse

Aktion T4: Murdering the Disabled

Mass murder campaign disguised as "euthanasia" based 

on racial ideology. 275,000-300,000 people killed across 

Germany, Austria, occupied Poland, and Czech lands.

Victims: mentally ill, physically disabled, elderly, and others 

deemed "unfit for life." Methods: lethal injection, 

starvation, gas chambers. Officially halted in 1941 after 

public protest, but continued secretly until 1945.



Lebensborn: The Program for 

Engineering the "Master Race"

Race"
Promote Aryan Births

Increase birth rate among "racially valuable" people, especially 

SS members. Women with Nordic features urged to bear 

children for the Reich, even outside marriage.

Selective Breeding

Human breeding program pairing racially-screened women 

with SS officers. Rigorous evaluation to ensure Nazi standards 

of purity were met.

Support Systems

Lebensborn homes provided prenatal care, housing, and 

financial support to unwed mothers of Aryan children, 

reducing stigma.

Child Abduction

Kidnapping of "racially valuable" children from occupied 

territories, especially Poland and Norway. Forced 

Germanization, new identities, German-approved foster homes.



Understanding Genocide: Acts Under the 1948 

Convention

The experiences of World War II led to the legal definition of genocide. Article II of the 1948 Genocide Convention identifies 

five acts as genocide when committed with intent to destroy, partially or totally, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group:

1 Killing members of the group

Direct murder through mass shootings, gas chambers, death marches, and systematic starvation

2 Causing serious bodily or mental harm

Torture, medical experiments, forced labor in deadly conditions, psychological trauma

3 Deliberately inflicting destructive conditions

Creating concentration camps, ghettos, forced deportations, withholding food and medical care, exposure to elements

4 Preventing births within the group

Forced sterilization and abortion, separation of men and women, sexual violence

5 Forcibly transferring children

Kidnapping children for Germanization, destroying family structures, erasing cultural identity



The Scale of Destruction: Key Statistics

6M
Jewish Deaths

Estimated number of 

victims, including 3 million 

Polish Jews—half of all 

Jewish deaths

500K
Romani Deaths

Conservative estimate of 

Romani and Sinti killed; 

actual number likely much 

higher, possibly 1.5 million

2.4M
Polish Deaths

Ethnic Poles killed by 

German occupation forces 

and subjected to various 

acts of genocide

300K
Disabled Victims

People murdered in Aktion 

T4 "euthanasia" program 

across Germany, Austria, 

and occupied territories

200K
Children Kidnapped

Polish children with "Aryan" 

features abducted for 

forced Germanization under 

Lebensborn program

1M
Deported to Siberia

Polish citizens sent to Soviet 

forced labor camps, with 

thousands dying from the 

harsh conditions



Why These Atrocities Demanded a New Legal 

Framework

The Inadequacy of Existing Law

Before 1948, international law had no specific crime of 

"genocide." Mass atrocities could only be prosecuted as 

war crimes or crimes against humanity—terms that didn't 

capture the specific intent to destroy entire groups.

The Holocaust, Porajmos, and genocide of Poles revealed 

a unique crime: systematic attempts to eliminate entire 

peoples based on their identity. This required a new legal 

concept and international commitment to prevention.

Polish-Jewish lawyer Raphael Lemkin coined the term 

"genocide" in 1944, combining Greek "genos" (race/tribe) 

and Latin "cide" (killing). His life's work made the 1948 

Convention possible.



The 1948 Genocide Convention: Key Provisions

Definition of Genocide

Five specific acts (killing, causing harm, inflicting 

destructive conditions, preventing births, transferring 

children) committed with intent to destroy, partially or 

totally, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group

Individual Responsibility

Persons committing genocide shall be punished, 

whether they are constitutionally responsible rulers, 

public officials, or private individuals

Universal Jurisdiction

Genocide is a crime under international law whether 

committed in peacetime or wartime, and perpetrators 

can be tried by international tribunals

Prevention Obligation

Contracting parties undertake to prevent and punish 

genocide—establishing a duty to act, not merely 

condemn

Adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 9, 1948, the Convention entered into force on January 12, 

1951.



From Tragedy to Prevention: The Convention's Legacy

Legacy

11948: Adoption

UN General Assembly unanimously adopts the 

Genocide Convention, born directly from WWII 

atrocities. First human rights treaty adopted by the 

UN.
2 1951: Enters Force

After 20 countries ratify, Convention becomes 

international law. Establishes genocide as "crime 

of crimes" under international law.31990s: First Prosecutions

International Criminal Tribunals for Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda prosecute genocide for first time since 

Nuremberg, proving Convention's enforcement 

mechanism.

4 2002: ICC Established

International Criminal Court gains jurisdiction over 

genocide, making permanent institution to 

prosecute perpetrators worldwide.5Today: 152 Parties

Convention remains cornerstone of international 

human rights law, though prevention and 

enforcement remain ongoing challenges.



Teaching the Unthinkable: Why This 
Matters

Understanding World War II's multiple genocides is essential for students to grasp 

how systematic dehumanization leads to mass atrocity. The 1948 Genocide 

Convention represents humanity's legal and moral commitment to never repeat 

these horrors.

Historical Context

Students learn how ideology, propaganda, and state power combine to enable 

genocide

Legal Framework

Understanding how international law developed in response to unprecedented 

crimes

Critical Thinking

Analyzing how ordinary people become complicit in extraordinary evil

Civic Responsibility

Recognizing warning signs and understanding our obligation to prevent future 

genocides



Key Takeaways for Educators

Multiple Genocides

WWII involved three simultaneous genocides: the 

Holocaust (6M Jews), the Porajmos (up to 1.5M 

Romani), and genocide of Poles (2M+ ethnic Poles). 

Understanding all three is essential.

Continental Collaboration

Germany could not have committed these genocides 

alone. Extensive European collaboration through 

deportations, militias, and SS units made mass murder 

possible at this scale.

Ideological Foundation

Nazi racial ideology and Lebensraum doctrine provided 

pseudoscientific justification for systematic 

extermination. Understanding these ideologies helps 

students recognize dangerous rhetoric today.

Legal Response

The 1948 Genocide Convention established 

international law that specifically addressed the crime 

of genocide, creating both definition and enforcement 

mechanisms that endure today.

These lessons remain critically relevant as students develop skills to recognize dehumanization, challenge propaganda, and 

understand their role in preventing future atrocities.
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