
genocides of the 20th century

genocides of the 20th century represent some of the darkest and most tragic
chapters in modern human history. These systematic and deliberate acts of
mass violence targeted specific ethnic, religious, or cultural groups,
resulting in the deaths of millions. Understanding the genocides of the 20th
century is essential for recognizing the devastating impact of hatred and
intolerance, as well as the importance of prevention and justice. This
article explores the major genocides that occurred during this period,
examining their causes, key events, and consequences. From the Armenian
Genocide during World War I to the Rwandan Genocide at the century’s close,
these atrocities reveal patterns of human rights violations and the urgent
need for global awareness. The following sections provide a detailed overview
of the most significant genocides and their enduring legacies.

The Armenian Genocide

The Holocaust

The Cambodian Genocide

The Rwandan Genocide

Other Notable Genocides and Mass Atrocities

The Armenian Genocide

The Armenian Genocide is widely considered the first modern genocide,
occurring during World War I between 1915 and 1917. The Ottoman Empire
systematically targeted the Armenian population through mass deportations,
forced marches, and mass killings. The aim was to eliminate Armenians from
their ancestral lands, resulting in the deaths of an estimated 1.5 million
people. This genocide set a precedent for the classification and recognition
of genocide as a crime under international law. The Armenian Genocide remains
a critical subject in discussions of historical justice and denial.

Historical Context

The Armenians were a Christian minority within the predominantly Muslim
Ottoman Empire. Rising nationalism and fears of Armenian collaboration with
enemy powers during World War I led the Ottoman government to initiate a
campaign against the Armenian people. This context of political instability
and ethnic tension contributed directly to the unfolding genocide.

Methods and Impact

The genocide involved mass shootings, death marches into the Syrian desert,
starvation, and forced labor. Families were separated, cultural heritage was
destroyed, and survivors faced lifelong trauma. The Armenian Genocide deeply
affected the Armenian diaspora and influenced future international human



rights frameworks.

The Holocaust

The Holocaust stands as the most extensively documented genocide of the 20th
century, perpetrated by Nazi Germany under Adolf Hitler’s regime during World
War II. From 1941 to 1945, approximately six million Jews were systematically
exterminated along with millions of other victims including Romani people,
disabled individuals, Poles, Soviet POWs, and others. The Holocaust
exemplifies the extreme consequences of racial ideology, state-sponsored
persecution, and industrialized mass murder.

Origins and Ideology

The Holocaust was driven by Nazi ideology, which promoted Aryan racial
superiority and anti-Semitism. The Nazis implemented policies that
progressively marginalized Jews, culminating in the "Final Solution"—a plan
to annihilate the Jewish population of Europe. This genocide had roots in
centuries of anti-Semitism exacerbated by the political and economic turmoil
of interwar Germany.

Execution and Liberation

The genocide was carried out through ghettos, mass shootings, forced labor,
and extermination camps such as Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Sobibor. The scale
and systematic nature of the killings were unprecedented. The liberation of
the camps by Allied forces in 1945 revealed the full extent of Nazi
atrocities to the world.

The Cambodian Genocide

The Cambodian Genocide occurred between 1975 and 1979 under the Khmer Rouge
regime led by Pol Pot. This genocide targeted intellectuals, ethnic
minorities, religious groups, and perceived political opponents in an attempt
to create a radical communist agrarian society. Approximately 1.7 to 2
million people, roughly a quarter of Cambodia’s population, died due to
executions, forced labor, starvation, and disease.

Rise of the Khmer Rouge

The Khmer Rouge came to power after years of civil conflict and the
destabilizing effects of the Vietnam War. Their ideology sought to eliminate
all traces of modernity and foreign influence. Intellectuals, professionals,
and anyone associated with the previous government or foreign governments
were systematically eliminated.

Methods and Consequences

The regime forced urban populations into rural labor camps, where many



perished under brutal conditions. The genocide destroyed Cambodian society,
devastated families, and left deep psychological scars. International efforts
to bring Khmer Rouge leaders to justice have been ongoing for decades.

The Rwandan Genocide

The Rwandan Genocide erupted over a period of approximately 100 days from
April to July 1994. During this time, extremist Hutu militias orchestrated
the mass slaughter of about 800,000 Tutsi and moderate Hutu. The genocide was
marked by extreme brutality, including widespread massacres, sexual violence,
and the targeting of civilians. It is one of the most rapid genocides in
history.

Ethnic Tensions and Political Factors

Longstanding ethnic tensions between the Hutu majority and Tutsi minority
were exacerbated by colonial legacies and political instability. The
assassination of Rwandan President Juvénal Habyarimana in 1994 triggered the
genocide. Propaganda and hate speech further fueled the violence.

International Response and Aftermath

The international community was widely criticized for its failure to
intervene effectively during the genocide. The aftermath saw efforts to
rebuild Rwanda, justice through the International Criminal Tribunal for
Rwanda, and reconciliation programs. The Rwandan Genocide remains a stark
reminder of the consequences of hatred and inaction.

Other Notable Genocides and Mass Atrocities

In addition to the major genocides discussed, the 20th century witnessed
several other significant mass atrocities characterized by systematic
attempts to destroy groups based on ethnicity, religion, or political
affiliation.

Examples of Other Genocides

The Herero and Namaqua Genocide (1904–1908) in German South West Africa,
considered one of the first genocides of the century.

The Bosnian Genocide (1992–1995) during the breakup of Yugoslavia,
including the massacre at Srebrenica.

The Massacres of the Kurds, notably under Saddam Hussein’s regime in
Iraq during the late 20th century.

The Guatemalan Genocide (1981–1983), targeting indigenous Maya
populations.



Common Characteristics and Lessons

These genocides share features such as dehumanization of victims, state or
regime involvement, and the use of violence to achieve political or
ideological goals. They highlight the importance of early warning systems,
international intervention, and education to prevent future genocides.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the major genocides of the 20th century?

The major genocides of the 20th century include the Armenian Genocide
(1915-1923), the Holocaust (1941-1945), the Cambodian Genocide (1975-1979),
the Rwandan Genocide (1994), and the Bosnian Genocide (1992-1995).

What caused the Armenian Genocide during World War I?

The Armenian Genocide was caused by the Ottoman Empire's government fearing
that the Armenian minority would support Russia against them during World War
I, leading to systematic mass killings and deportations of Armenians.

How many people were killed during the Holocaust?

Approximately six million Jews were systematically murdered during the
Holocaust by Nazi Germany, along with millions of other victims including
Romani people, disabled individuals, Poles, Soviet prisoners of war, and
others.

What was the Cambodian Genocide and who was
responsible?

The Cambodian Genocide was carried out by the Khmer Rouge regime under Pol
Pot between 1975 and 1979, resulting in the deaths of an estimated 1.7 to 2
million people through execution, forced labor, and starvation.

What triggered the Rwandan Genocide in 1994?

The Rwandan Genocide was triggered by longstanding ethnic tensions between
the Hutu majority and Tutsi minority, culminating after the assassination of
Rwandan President Juvénal Habyarimana, leading to mass killings of Tutsis and
moderate Hutus.

How long did the Bosnian Genocide last and what
happened?

The Bosnian Genocide lasted from 1992 to 1995 during the Bosnian War,
involving the systematic killing of Bosniak (Bosnian Muslim) civilians by
Bosnian Serb forces, including the massacre at Srebrenica where over 8,000
men and boys were killed.



What international laws were established in response
to 20th-century genocides?

In response to 20th-century genocides, the United Nations adopted the
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948,
defining genocide and obligating member states to prevent and punish it.

How has the recognition of genocides impacted
international relations?

Recognition of genocides has often been contentious, affecting diplomatic
relations; some countries deny certain genocides, while others push for
acknowledgment and reparations, impacting reconciliation and international
cooperation.

What role did the international community play during
the Rwandan Genocide?

The international community largely failed to intervene effectively during
the Rwandan Genocide, with delayed responses and limited peacekeeping forces,
leading to criticism for allowing the mass killings to occur unchecked.

What lessons have been learned from the genocides of
the 20th century?

Lessons learned include the importance of early warning systems,
international cooperation to prevent atrocities, the need for accountability
through international tribunals, and education to promote tolerance and human
rights to prevent future genocides.

Additional Resources
1. Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in
Poland
This book by Christopher R. Browning explores how average German men became
perpetrators of the Holocaust. It provides a detailed psychological and
sociological analysis of Reserve Police Battalion 101, a unit responsible
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assumed. He shows that the impetus for mass killing usually originates from a relatively small group
of powerful leaders and is often carried out without the active support of broader society. Mass
killing, in his view, is a brutal political or military strategy designed to accomplish leaders' most
important objectives, counter threats to their power, and solve their most difficult problems. In
order to capture the full scope of mass killing during the twentieth century, Valentino does not limit
his analysis to violence directed against ethnic groups, or to the attempt to destroy victim groups as
such, as do most previous studies of genocide. Rather, he defines mass killing broadly as the
intentional killing of a massive number of noncombatants, using the criteria of 50,000 or more
deaths within five years as a quantitative standard. Final Solutions focuses on three types of mass
killing: communist mass killings like the ones carried out in the Soviet Union, China, and Cambodia;
ethnic genocides as in Armenia, Nazi Germany, and Rwanda; and counter-guerrilla campaigns
including the brutal civil war in Guatemala and the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Valentino
closes the book by arguing that attempts to prevent mass killing should focus on disarming and
removing from power the leaders and small groups responsible for instigating and organizing the
killing.
  genocides of the 20th century: Modern Genocide Paul R. Bartrop, 2018-10-18 An
indispensable resource for those interested in the scourge of mass murder and genocide in the 20th
and 21st centuries, this book analyzes modern and contemporary controversies and issues to help
readers to understand genocide in all its complexity. This vital reference work looks at current areas
of debate in genocide studies to provide insights into what a genocide is, why genocides occur, and
what the consequences are once a genocide is recognized as such. It also illuminates how and why
rational people can view the same set of circumstances as genocide or not, and how it might be
possible in the future to alleviate or even prevent genocide. Dozens of accomplished scholars
provide perceptive insights into the controversies and issues that dominate genocide discussions.
The book is organized into five parts. The first considers how genocide is defined, while the second
covers the pre-1945 period as it includes such controversial topics as the American Indian Wars,
Australian Aborigines, Irish Potato Famine, Armenian Genocide, Ukrainian Starvation, and
Holocaust. A Cold War section examines genocidal violence in Cambodia, East Timor, and
Guatemala and against the Kurds; a post-Cold War period section covers Bosnia, Rwanda, Darfur,
and the Rohingya in Myanmar. The final part concerns such issues as genocide prevention,
humanitarian intervention, and the role of military personnel as perpetrators of genocide.
  genocides of the 20th century: Hidden Genocides Alexander Laban Hinton, Thomas La
Pointe, Douglas Irvin-Erickson, 2013-12-18 Why are some genocides prominently remembered while
others are ignored, hidden, or denied? Consider the Turkish campaign denying the Armenian
genocide, followed by the Armenian movement to recognize the violence. Similar movements are
building to acknowledge other genocides that have long remained out of sight in the media, such as
those against the Circassians, Greeks, Assyrians, the indigenous peoples in the Americas and
Australia, and the violence that was the precursor to and the aftermath of the Holocaust. The
contributors to this collection look at these cases and others from a variety of perspectives. These
essays cover the extent to which our biases, our ways of knowing, our patterns of definition, our
assumptions about truth, and our processes of remembering and forgetting as well as the
characteristics of generational transmission, the structures of power and state ideology, and
diaspora have played a role in hiding some events and not others. Noteworthy among the collection’s
coverage is whether the trade in African slaves was a form of genocide and a discussion not only of
Hutus brutalizing Tutsi victims in Rwanda, but of the execution of moderate Hutus as well. Hidden
Genocides is a significant contribution in terms of both descriptive narratives and interpretations to
the emerging subfield of critical genocide studies. Contributors: Daniel Feierstein, Donna-Lee
Frieze, Krista Hegburg, Alexander Laban Hinton, Adam Jones, A. Dirk Moses, Chris M. Nunpa,
Walter Richmond, Hannibal Travis, and Elisa von Joeden-Forgey
  genocides of the 20th century: Genocide Howard Ball, 2010-11-18 This book presents the
background and history of genocide, the key issues associated with this worldwide crime, and the



problems inherent in preventing its occurrence. In 1948, the UN General Assembly adopted the
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (CPPCG), legally defining
the crime of genocide for the first time. Amazingly, the United States did not ratify this international
agreement until nearly 40 years later, when President Reagan finally signed the genocide convention
bill. Attempts to enforce international law against genocide did not begin until the 1990s. Genocide:
A Reference Handbook examines the antecedents of the term genocide in the mid-19th century and
explains the current challenges of preventing or even stopping genocide, including the nation-state
system and principles of state sovereignty. The author documents how crimes of genocide have
continued unchecked, and asserts that a collective commitment to humanitarian intervention is the
only way to address this ongoing problem.
  genocides of the 20th century: Genocide Studies Jeffrey S. Bachman, 2024-10-11 In recent
years, the world has been shaken by numerous events that have caused and continue to cause
massive human suffering, from the COVID-19 pandemic to intrastate and interstate armed conflicts.
Moreover, climate change continues to plow ahead, contributing to growing tensions, population
movements, and resource scarcity. Meanwhile, the methods by which groups and group life are
threatened, and the means by which violence is incited and perpetrated, continue to evolve. Such
divergent crises, even when they overlap or intersect, confound definition and label. This book seeks
not to answer the question What is genocide? but rather What is genocide studies? When Raphael
Lemkin coined the term genocide in 1944, he could not have foreseen what the world would look like
today. Now is the time to think about current manifestations of genocide and those likely to emerge
in the future.
  genocides of the 20th century: Genocide, Mass Atrocity, and War Crimes in Modern History
James Larry Taulbee, 2017-02-06 Defining genocide as an international crime, this two-volume set
provides a comparative study of historical cases of genocide and mass atrocity—clearly identifying
the factors that produced the attitudes and behaviors that led to them—discusses the reasons for
rules in war, and examines how the five principles laid out in the Geneva Conventions and other
international agreements have functioned in modern warfare. Written by an expert on international
politics and law, Genocide, Mass Atrocity, and War Crimes in Modern History: Blood and Conscience
is an easy-to-understand resource that explains why genocides and other atrocities occur, why
humanity saw the need to create rules that apply during war, and how culture, rules about war, and
the nature of war intersect. The first volume addresses the history and development of the normative
regime(s) that define genocide and mass atrocity. Through a comparative study of historical cases
that pay particular attention to the factors involved in producing the attitudes and behaviors that led
to the incidents of mass slaughter and mistreatment, the author identifies the reasons that
genocides and mass atrocities in the 20th century were largely ignored until the early 1990s and
why even starting then, responses were inconsistent. The second book discusses why rules in war
exist, which factors may lead to the adoption of rules, what defines a war crime, and how the five
fundamental principles laid out in the Geneva Conventions and other international agreements have
actually functioned in modern warfare. It also poses—and answers—the interesting question of why
we should obey rules when our opponents do not. The final chapter examines what actions could
serve to identify future situations in which mass atrocities may occur and identifies the problems of
timely humanitarian intervention in international affairs.
  genocides of the 20th century: Genocide Donald Bloxham, A. Dirk Moses, 2022-03-24 The
growth of scholarship on the pressing problem of genocide shows no sign of abating. This volume
takes stock of Genocide Studies in all its multi-disciplinary diversity by adopting a thematic rather
than case-study approach. Each chapter is by an expert in the field and comprises an up-to-date
survey of emerging and established areas of enquiry while highlighting problems and making
suggestions about avenues for future research. Each essay also has a select bibliography to facilitate
further reading. Key themes include imperial violence and military contexts for genocide, predicting,
preventing, and prosecuting genocide, gender, ideology, the state, memory, transitional justice, and
ecocide. The volume also scrutinises the concept of genocide - its elasticity, limits, and problems. It



does not provide a definition of genocide but rather encourages the reader to think critically about
genocide as a conceptual and legal category concerned with identity-based violence against
civilians.
  genocides of the 20th century: Teaching about Genocide Samuel Totten, 2006-07-01
  genocides of the 20th century: Handbook of Genocide Studies David J. Simon, Leora Kahn,
2023-02-14 Providing an intellectual biography of the challenging concept of genocide, this topical
Handbook takes an interdisciplinary approach to shed new light on the events, processes, and
legacies in the field.
  genocides of the 20th century: Congressional Record United States. Congress, 2001
  genocides of the 20th century: The Holocaust and Genocides in Europe Benjamin Lieberman,
2013-06-06 A concise and sharply-focused textbook giving students an up-to-date understanding of
genocide in recent European history.
  genocides of the 20th century: Genocide and Mass Violence in Asia Frank Jacob,
2019-08-05 In Asia the Age of Extremes witnessed many forms of mass violence and genocide,
related to the rise and fall of the Japanese Empire, the proxy wars of the Cold War, and the
anti-colonial nation building processes that often led to new conflicts and civil wars. The present
volume is considered an introductory reader that deals with different forms of mass violence and
genocide in Asia, discusses the perspectives of victims and perpetrators alike.
  genocides of the 20th century: Ethnicity, Nationalism and Violence Christian P. Scherrer,
2017-11-22 This title was first published in 2003. Meticulously documenting Intra-state violence and
the responses to it from a global perspective, this volume deals with a core element of future global
governance within its historical and sociological context. It provides a striking analysis of the
prevention of violence and resolving conflict, elaborating on the role that key regional and
international organizations (e.g. UN, OSCE, COE, OAU-AU and OSA) have or should have in the
prevention of violence and terrorism, as well as in the protection of human and minority rights. The
work is an invaluable addition to the collections of scholars and students in the fields of peace and
conflict research, international relations, sociology, ethnic studies, international law and
development research.
  genocides of the 20th century: Reader's Guide to the Social Sciences Jonathan Michie,
2014-02-03 This 2-volume work includes approximately 1,200 entries in A-Z order, critically
reviewing the literature on specific topics from abortion to world systems theory. In addition, nine
major entries cover each of the major disciplines (political economy; management and business;
human geography; politics; sociology; law; psychology; organizational behavior) and the history and
development of the social sciences in a broader sense.
  genocides of the 20th century: Encyclopedia of Gender and Society Jodi O'Brien, 2009
Provides timely comparative analysis from internationally known contributors.
  genocides of the 20th century: Iraq: Genocide by Sanctions (Penerbit USM) Christian P
Scherrer, 2014-11-25 Genocide by Sanctions explores the criminal abuse of UN sanctions. Evidence
of a planned and systematically created giant infanticide is uncovered. US bombing in 1991
destroyed Iraq’s water purification, sewages, and electricity plants to run them. The ensuing mass
death of Iraqi babies and children was measured by experts who are among the authors.
  genocides of the 20th century: A Modern History of Forgotten Genocides and Mass
Atrocities Jeffrey S. Bachman, Esther Brito Ruiz, 2024-11-01 This is the first textbook of its kind to
amass cases of genocide and other mass atrocities across the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first
centuries that have largely been pushed to the periphery of Genocide Studies or “forgotten”
altogether. Divided into four thematic sections – Genocide and Imperialism; War and Genocide; State
Repression, Military Dictatorships, and Genocide; and Human-Caused Famine, Attrition, and
Genocide – A Modern History of Forgotten Genocides and Mass Atrocities covers five continents,
including case studies from Biafra, Yemen, Argentina, Russia, China, and Bengal. They range from
the French conquest of Algeria in the mid-nineteenth century to the Yazidi genocide perpetrated by
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria between 2014 and 2017, and show that at times of rising



authoritarianism, military conquest, and weaponization of hunger, lines between what is war and
what is genocide are increasingly blurred. By including genocides and mass atrocities that are often
overlooked, this volume is crucial to the ongoing debates about whether “this atrocity or that one”
amounts to genocide. By including key points, events, terms, and critical questions throughout, this
is the ideal textbook for undergraduate students who study genocide, mass atrocities, and human
rights across the globe.
  genocides of the 20th century: A History of Genocide in Africa Timothy J. Stapleton,
2017-04-17 Based on a series of detailed case studies, this book presents the history of genocide in
Africa within the specific context of African history, examining conflicts in countries such as
Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Namibia, Rwanda, and Sudan. Why has Africa been the
subject of so many accusations related to genocide? Indeed, the number of such allegations related
to Africa has increased dramatically over the past 15 years. Popular racist mythology might suggest
that Africans belong to tribes that are inherently antagonistic towards each other and therefore
engage in tribal warfare which cannot be rationally explained. This concept is wrong, as Timothy J.
Stapleton explains in A History of Genocide in Africa: the many conflicts that have plagued
post-colonial Africa have had very logical explanations, and very few of these instances of African
warring can be said to have resulted in genocide. Authored by an expert historian of Africa, this
book examines the history of six African countries—Namibia, Rwanda, Burundi, Democratic Republic
of Congo, Sudan, and Nigeria—in which the language of genocide has been mobilized to describe
episodes of tragic mass violence. It seeks to place genocide within the context of African history,
acknowledging the few instances where the international legal term genocide has been applied
appropriately to episodes of mass violence in African history and identifying the many other cases
where it has not and instead the term has been used in a cynical manipulation to gain some political
advantage. Readers will come to understand how, to a large extent, genocide accusations related to
post-colonial Africa have often served to prolong wars and cause greater loss of life. The book also
clarifies how in areas of Africa where genocides have actually occurred, there appears to have been
a common history of the imposition of racial ideologies and hierarchies during the colonial
era—which when combined with other factors such as the local geography, demography, religion,
and/or economics, resulted in tragic and appalling outcomes.
  genocides of the 20th century: Opportunities in Global Health Gurinder Shahi, Mana Pirnia
(Editors), 2008-12-19 A compilation of topical review papers on opportunities and challenges in
global health developed under the guidance of Dr. Gurinder Shahi.
  genocides of the 20th century: Teaching and Learning About Genocide and Crimes
Against Humanity Samuel Totten, 2019-02-01 Teaching and Learning About Genocide and Crimes
Against Humanity: Fundamental Issues and Pedagogical Approaches by Samuel Totten, a renowned
scholar of genocide studies and Professor Emeritus, College of Education and Health Professions,
University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, is a culmination of 30 years in the field of genocide studies and
education. In writing this book, Totten reports that he “crafted this book along the lines of what he
wished had been available to him when he first began teaching about genocide back in the
mid-1980s. That is, a book that combines the best of genocide theory, the realities of the genocidal
process, and how to teach about such complex and often terrible and difficult issues and facts in a
theoretically, historically and pedagogically sound manner.” As the last book he will ever write on
education and educating about genocide, he perceives the book as his gift to those educators who
have the heart and grit to tackle such an important issue in their classrooms.
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