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Are there common
circumstances underlying

genocides?

https://www.flickr.com/photos/13476480@N07/1610550..

Supporting Questions

Who were the groups targeted in five major genocides in the 20th century, and
what were the relative sizes of those groups within their country?

1.

What were the economic conditions in each of the five countries where genocide
occurred in the 20th century?

2.

What were the political contexts in each of the five countries leading up to the
genocides?

3.
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10 Grade North Carolina Hub Genocide: Prejudice and Mass Violence Inquiry by
Vandna Gill

Are there common circumstances underlying genocides?
Inquiry Standard

WH.H.7 - Understand how national, regional, and ethnic interests have contributed to conflict
among groups and nations in the modern era.

Staging the
Compelling
Question

Brainstorm different times when large groups of people have been prejudiced against others. 

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

Who were the groups targeted in
five major genocides in the 20th
century, and what were the relative
sizes of those groups within their
country?

What were the economic conditions
in each of the five countries where
genocide occurred in the 20th
century?

What were the political contexts in
each of the five countries leading
up to the genocides?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

List the groups targeted in the five
major genocides in the 20th
century, the perpetrating groups,
and the sizes of those groups.

Create a chart comparing and
rating the economic stability of the
five countries. Discuss your ratings
with the class.

Create a timeline for each country
that includes 3-5 political events or
changes.

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: Past Genocides and Mass
Atrocities Source B: Late Ottoman
Population and its Ethnic
Distribution Source C: Jewish
Population of Europe in 1933
Source D: Ethnic Groups of
Cambodia (1967) Source E:
Genocide in Rwanda Source F:
Ethnic Groups in Yugoslavia (1991)

Source A: GDP Graphs of the Five
Countries Where Genocide
Occurred in the 20th Century

Source A: Political context in the
Ottoman Empire preceding the
Armenian genocide Source B:
Political context in Germany
preceding the Holocaust Source C:
Political context in Cambodia
preceding genocide Source D:
Political context in Yugoslavia
preceding the Bosnian genocide
Source E: Political context in
Rwanda preceding genocide

Summative
Performance Task

ARGUMENT
Construct an argument in the form of an essay that addresses the compelling question Are there
common circumstances underlying genocides? using specific claims and relevant evidence from
the featured sources while acknowledging competing views. 

EXTENSION
Create a visual representation of the contexts of genocide using evidence from the formative
tasks.

Taking Informed
Action

UNDERSTAND
Research a country currently experiencing ethnic conflict.

ASSESS
Compare the demographic, economic, and political status of that country to those of the
countries featured in this inquiry, and determine whether there are common circumstances.

ACTION
Write a letter to the U.S. State Department about the country you researched, advising whether
you think the ethnic conflict is likely to escalate based on the country's demographic, economic,
and political context.
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Overview

Inquiry Description

The purpose of this inquiry is to draw connections in the hopes of discovering possible factors, not proven
causes, for genocide. This inquiry focuses on five different instances of genocide as well as more generally
with concepts of genocide and war crimes, war and ethnic conflict, demographics, GDP, political
centralization, and changes of power.

Introduce the idea of genocide and its history. Give a brief overview of the Armenian genocide, the Holocaust,
the Cambodian genocide, the Rwandan genocide, and the Bosnian genocide. Explain that, while each of these
genocides is different and has its own unique causes, there are some similarities among the circumstances
surrounding the genocides. While many countries have groups of people who are prejudiced against other
groups, this prejudice only culminates in genocide in a few extreme cases. Then, tell them they are going to
look at the populations, economics, and politics of five countries before the genocides to see if they can find
any patterns that might help explain why genocide occurred. These five countries include: Ottoman Empire
(present-day Turkey), Germany, Cambodia, Rwanda, and Yugoslavia (present-day Bosnia and Herzegovina).
Introduce or review necessary vocabulary, such as terms like demographics, majority, minority, simple
majority, absolute majority, GDP, and centralization.

Structure

The formative tasks in this inquiry deal with the demographic, economic, and political contexts of genocide. In
the first formative task, students will be presented with the concept of demographics and the nature of
demographic minorities. They will explore whether the size of minority populations correlates with the
persecution of those minorities. The second formative task will ask students to examine more advanced
economic data and look at the concept of economic instability. The data will require students to draw on
economic concepts like GDP to evaluate the economic stability of the five countries. They will evaluate the
potential of economic instability to influence ethnic tensions. Finally, in the third formative task, students will
evaluate the political stability of the five countries. After completing the formative tasks, students will have a
body of evidence and some initial analysis to prepare them to do the summative work of building that
evidence into an argument about common factors of genocide.
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Staging the Compelling Question
Compelling
Question

Are there common circumstances underlying genocides?

Staging the compelling question

Students will brainstorm instances of large-scale (sometimes even government-sanctioned) prejudice and
discrimination, which may also lead into discussion of mass violence, ethnic cleansing, and genocide. The
purpose of this staging task is to initiate discussion among students in a manner that is accessible and
relevant, while also getting a sense of what they already know or do not know about genocides throughout
history. 
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Supporting Question 1
Supporting
Question

Who were the groups targeted in five major genocides in the 20th century, and what were the
relative sizes of those groups within their country?

Formative
Performance Task

List the groups targeted in the five major genocides in the 20th century, the perpetrating groups,
and the sizes of those groups.

Featured Sources

Source A: Past Genocides and Mass Atrocities
Source B: Late Ottoman Population and its Ethnic Distribution
Source C: Jewish Population of Europe in 1933
Source D: Ethnic Groups of Cambodia (1967)
Source E: Genocide in Rwanda
Source F: Ethnic Groups in Yugoslavia (1991)

This supporting question discusses the topic of demographics, emphasizing the concepts of majorities and
minorities. Students will analyze population data for the five different countries of interest. This will give
students the opportunity to learn more about these countries and demographics in general, while also
allowing them to develop and practice the skills of data and demographic analysis. 

Formative Performance Task

In this formative task, students will analyze demographic data for all five countries as presented in sources B-
F and list the groups targeted, the perpetrating group, and the sizes of those groups. They may also work
collaboratively to generate graphs/maps representing the populations, or they may create a chart/table
either individually, in small groups, or as a class. The first source presents background information on the
five countries being investigated, and it may be helpful for students who need an introduction to the groups
involved in these genocides.
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Supporting Question 1
Featured Source A Past Genocides and Mass Atrocities

Excerpt

This website provides an overview of genocides in Armenia, Germany, Cambodia, Rwanda, and Bosnia:     

http://endgenocide.org/learn/past-genocides/

Source:Source:
United to End Genocide - http://endgenocide.org/
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Supporting Question 1
Featured Source B Late Ottoman Population and its Ethnic Distribution

Excerpt

Source:Source:
Servet Mutlu, Turkish Journal of Population Studies - http://www.hips.hacettepe.edu.tr/nbd_cilt25/mutlu...
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Supporting Question 1
Featured Source C Jewish Population of Europe in 1933

Excerpt

"In 1933, approximately 9.5 million Jews lived in Europe, comprising 1.7% of the total European population.
This number represented more than 60 percent of the world's Jewish population at that time, estimated at
15.3 million...In prewar central Europe, the largest Jewish community was in Germany, with about 525,000
members (0.75% of the total German population). This was followed by Hungary with 445,000 (5.1%),
Czechoslovakia with 357,000 (2.4%), and Austria with 191,000, most of whom resided in the capital city of
Vienna (2.8%)."

Source:Source:
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum - https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=..
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Supporting Question 1
Featured Source D Ethnic Groups of Cambodia (1967)

Joachim Schliesinger - Ethnic Groups of Cambodia Vol 1: Introduction and Overview
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Supporting Question 1
Featured Source E Genocide in Rwanda

Excerpt

"In 1994, Rwanda’s population of seven million was composed of three ethnic groups: Hutu (approximately
85%), Tutsi (14%) and Twa (1%). In the early 1990s, Hutu extremists within Rwanda’s political elite blamed
the entire Tutsi minority population for the country’s increasing social, economic, and political pressures.
Tutsi civilians were also accused of supporting a Tutsi-dominated rebel group, the Rwandan Patriotic Front
(RPF). Through the use of propaganda and constant political maneuvering, Habyarimana, who was the
president at the time, and his group increased divisions between Hutu and Tutsi by the end of 1992. The Hutu
remembered past years of oppressive Tutsi rule, and many of them not only resented but also feared the
minority."

Source:Source:
United Human Rights Council - http://www.unitedhumanrights.org/genocide/genocide..
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Supporting Question 1
Featured Source F Ethnic Groups in Yugoslavia (1991)

This map shows ethnic groups in the former Yugoslavia based on data from the 1991 census. Focus on the central province of
Bosnia and the pie chart in analyzing demographic data for the formative task.

Central Intelligence Agency, "Ethnic Groups in Yugoslavia," Making the History of 1989, Item #170,
https://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/items/show/170 (accessed December 12 2016, 4:39 pm)
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Supporting Question 2
Supporting
Question

What were the economic conditions in each of the five countries where genocide occurred in the
20th century?

Formative
Performance Task

Create a chart comparing and rating the economic stability of the five countries. Discuss your
ratings with the class.

Featured Sources Source A: GDP Graphs of the Five Countries Where Genocide Occurred in the 20th
Century

This supporting question introduces the topic of economic instability by presenting the economic conditions
in the five countries before the genocides. Students will develop their understanding of GDP and practice
analyzing it as a marker of economic stability or instability. The question also introduces possible motives
that can lead groups of people to become perpetrators of genocide.

Formative Performance Task

In this formative task, students will analyze the economic data of the five countries being investigated (using
the GDP graphs in the featured source). They will create a chart that includes the name of the country, the
date(s) of genocide, as well as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the countries before, during, and after the
genocide. Lastly, the chart should also include student ratings of the economic stability of the countries on a
scale of 1-5 with 1 being the least stable. Students will share their ratings with the class. 
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Supporting Question 2
Featured Source A GDP Graphs of the Five Countries Where Genocide Occurred in the 20th Century

This graph depicts the GDP of Turkey before and after the Armenian genocide. Note that there is no GDP data available for
1871-1912 as well as 1914-1922 (during the genocide).

The x-axis displays the year and the y-axis displays the number of 1990 International Geary-Khamis dollars in millions. The
Geary-Khamis dollar (international dollar) is "a hypothetical unit of currency that has the same purchasing power parity that

the U.S. dollar had in the United States at a given point in time. It is widely used in economics" (Wikipedia entry on Geary-
Khamis dollar).

The full data set is available at this website:
http://www.worldeconomics.com/Data/MadisonHistoric..

This graph depicts the GDP of Germany before, during, and after the Holocaust.
The x-axis displays the year and the y-axis displays the number of 1990 International Geary-Khamis dollars in millions. The

Geary-Khamis dollar (international dollar) is "a hypothetical unit of currency that has the same purchasing power parity that
the U.S. dollar had in the United States at a given point in time. It is widely used in economics" (Wikipedia entry on Geary-

Khamis dollar).
The full data set is available at this website:

http://www.worldeconomics.com/Data/MadisonHistoric..
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This graph depicts the GDP of Cambodia before, during, and after the genocide.
The x-axis displays the year and the y-axis displays the number of 1990 International Geary-Khamis dollars in millions. The

Geary-Khamis dollar (international dollar) is "a hypothetical unit of currency that has the same purchasing power parity that
the U.S. dollar had in the United States at a given point in time. It is widely used in economics" (Wikipedia entry on Geary-

Khamis dollar).
The full data set is available at this website:

http://www.worldeconomics.com/Data/MadisonHistoric..

This graph depicts the GDP of Rwanda before, during, and after the genocide.
The x-axis displays the year and the y-axis displays the number of 1990 International Geary-Khamis dollars in millions. The

Geary-Khamis dollar (international dollar) is "a hypothetical unit of currency that has the same purchasing power parity that
the U.S. dollar had in the United States at a given point in time. It is widely used in economics" (Wikipedia entry on Geary-

Khamis dollar).
The full data set is available at this website:

http://www.worldeconomics.com/Data/MadisonHistoric..
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This graph depicts the GDP of Yugoslavia before, during, and after the genocide in Bosnia. The data included after 1991 likely
represents the combined GDP of the former Yugoslavian provinces (after they became independent countries).

The x-axis displays the year and the y-axis displays the number of 1990 International Geary-Khamis dollars in millions. The
Geary-Khamis dollar (international dollar) is "a hypothetical unit of currency that has the same purchasing power parity that

the U.S. dollar had in the United States at a given point in time. It is widely used in economics" (Wikipedia entry on Geary-
Khamis dollar).

The full data set is available at this website:
http://www.worldeconomics.com/Data/MadisonHistoric..
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Supporting Question 3
Supporting
Question

What were the political contexts in each of the five countries leading up to the genocides?

Formative
Performance Task

Create a timeline for each country that includes 3-5 political events or changes.

Featured Sources

Source A: Political context in the Ottoman Empire preceding the Armenian genocide
Source B: Political context in Germany preceding the Holocaust
Source C: Political context in Cambodia preceding genocide
Source D: Political context in Yugoslavia preceding the Bosnian genocide
Source E: Political context in Rwanda preceding genocide

This supporting question explores the concept of political instability as it applies to the five countries in this
inquiry. Students will read about the political situation of each of the five countries leading up to the
genocides, and they will become familiar with the concepts of political centralization and changes of power.

Formative Performance Task

In this formative task, students will create timelines of 3-5 political events in each of the five countries. To
support students in creating the timelines, they should read the information presented in the sources
discussing the political situation of the five countries before the genocides. In small groups or as a whole
class, students may then explain why each of the five countries was politically stable or unstable before the
genocide. 
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Supporting Question 3
Featured Source A Political context in the Ottoman Empire preceding the Armenian genocide

Excerpt

This website gives a brief overview of the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the political context surrounding
the Armenian genocide: 

http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/genocides-and-conf..

Source:Source:
World Without Genocide - http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/
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Supporting Question 3
Featured Source B Political context in Germany preceding the Holocaust

Excerpt

This website gives a brief overview of the political context in Germany in the years leading up to the
Holocaust:

http://www.history.co.uk/study-topics/history-of-w..

Source:Source:
The History Channel (UK) - http://www.history.co.uk/ 
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Supporting Question 3
Featured Source C Political context in Cambodia preceding genocide

Excerpt

This website provides a brief overview of the political situation in Cambodia in the years leading up to the
genocide: 

http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/genocides-and-conf..

Source:Source:
World Without Genocide - http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/

19

http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/genocides-and-conflicts/cambodian-genocide
http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/


Supporting Question 3
Featured Source D Political context in Yugoslavia preceding the Bosnian genocide

Excerpt

This website provides a brief overview of the political context of Bosnia (in former Yugoslavia) in the years
leading up to the genocide: 

http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/genocides-and-conf..

Source:Source:
World Without Genocide - http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/

20

http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/genocides-and-conflicts/bosnian-genocide
http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/


Supporting Question 3
Featured Source E Political context in Rwanda preceding genocide

Excerpt

This website provides a brief overview of the political context in Rwanda in the years leading up to the
genocide: 

http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/genocides-and-conf..

Source:Source:
World Without Genocide - http://worldwithoutgenocide.org/
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Summative Performance Task
Compelling
Question Are there common circumstances underlying genocides?

Argument
Construct an argument in the form of an essay that addresses the compelling question Are there
common circumstances underlying genocides? using specific claims and relevant evidence from
the featured sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension
Create a visual representation of the contexts of genocide using evidence from the formative
tasks.

Argument

Students will write an argumentative essay about possible common factors for genocide. They will argue
whether or not there are common demographic, economic, and political contexts among the genocides
presented in this inquiry. Students will use their work from the three formative tasks as evidence. The essay
should conclude with an explanation of whether or not these contexts contribute to the escalation of
prejudice into genocide. For demographic contexts, students may argue that target populations are usually
the same size because most of the genocides discussed targeted small minorities. Other students may argue
that population size does not affect whether a group becomes a target because in some cases the target
population was not a minority or was not always a small minority. For economic contexts, students may
argue that economic instability is a common link because of declining GDP in most of the countries. Others
may argue that economic instability is not necessarily a precursor to genocide since not all the countries
suffered dramatic losses in GDP. For political contexts, students may argue that political instability is a
common precursor to genocide. Other students may argue that political instability is not a common factor
because the political situation in each of the countries was so different. Students may have a number of other
arguments and may use any combination of the above arguments to make their larger argument about
possible common circumstances underlying genocide. In terms of evaluation, any number of interpretations
can earn a perfect score as long as the interpretation is supported with evidence from the formative tasks. If
students are trained in proper citation, this should be included in scoring. For students less experienced with
citations, they should be guided in this process and citation should play a smaller part in grading if it factors
in at all. The bulk of scoring should center on constructing an argument, supporting it with evidence, and
organizing it clearly.

Extension

Students will create a visual representation of the contexts of genocide, which should have three sections,
including one for the demographic contexts, one for the economic contexts, and one for the political contexts.
They may include maps, charts, and/or pictures with evidence from the three formative tasks. 
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Taking Informed Action
Understand Research a country currently experiencing ethnic conflict.

Assess
Compare the demographic, economic, and political status of that country to those of the
countries featured in this inquiry, and determine whether there are common circumstances.

Action
Write a letter to the U.S. State Department about the country you researched, advising whether
you think the ethnic conflict is likely to escalate based on the country's demographic, economic,
and political context.

The purpose of this taking informed action task is to connect the study of genocides throughout history to
instances of modern-day ethnic conflict and genocide. This helps students understand the purpose and
usefulness of the inquiry as a whole as they come to recognize the issues presented in the inquiry are
enduring. Since the inquiry already spans about 80 years of history, it is a logical conclusion to extend the
study to the modern day. Additionally, analyzing a modern-day conflict for potential risk factors will help
students to see possible applications for what they learned in the inquiry.

     $
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