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9th Modern World History – Total War Inquiry 

Should we still fight total 
wars? 

 
Anonymous, Belgium Tyne Cot First World War, from Need Pix. Accessed from: needpix.com 2020 - Public domain pictures 

Tyne Cot Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery and Memorial to the Missing 
 

Supporting Questions 
 

1. What made World War I a total war? 
2. What made World War II a total war? 
3. What are the characteristics of modern war? 
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9th Grade Modern World History - Total War Inquiry 
 

Should we still fight total wars? 

Standards and 
Content Angle 

D2.His.1.9-12 Analyze change and continuity in historical eras. 
D4.7.9-12 Assess options for individual and collective action to address local, regional, and global 
problems by engaging in self-reflection, strategy identification, and complex causal reasoning. 

Staging the 
Compelling Question In a whole class discussion, brainstorm the meaning of “total war.”  

 

Supporting Question 1  Supporting Question 2  Supporting Question 3 

What made World War I a total 
war? 

 What made World War II a total 
war? 

 What are the characteristics of 
modern war? 

Formative Performance Task  Formative Performance Task  Formative Performance Task 

Write a paragraph that synthesizes 
evidence from across different 
sources to identify what makes 
World War I a total war.  

 Create a list, then write a paragraph, 
that compares World Wars I and II 
to answer the supporting question.  

 Construct a claim with evidence 
about the characteristics of modern 
war. 

Featured Sources  Featured Sources  Featured Sources 

Source A: Amy Elizabeth Robinson, 
“World War I: A Total War?” 
Source B: “Casualties of World War 
I”, Facing History And Ourselves 
Source C:  Jia-Rui Cook, “The Posters 
That Sold World War I to the 
American Public” 

 Source A: Maria Abi-Habib, 
“BEYOND THE WORLD WAR II WE 
KNOW: The Forgotten Colonial 
Forces of World War II” 
Source B: John Louis Recchiuti,“The 
Manhattan Project and the atomic 
bomb” 
Source C: Whitney Howarth, 
“Economics in the Second World 
War” 
Source D: “Communication: 
Propaganda”, Washington, D.C. and 
American Lives II Film Project 

 Source A: Chris Woods, C. (19 May 
2012). “Analysis: Obama embraced 
redefinition of ‘civilian’ in drone 
wars” 
Source B: Nathan K. Finney, “A high-
tech call to arms: mobilizing the 
masses in the twenty-first century” 
Source C: Dr. Shima D. Keene, 
“Lethal and Legal? The Ethics of 
Drone Strikes” 
Source D: ICRC, “Global trends of 
war and their humanitarian impacts” 
Source E: History.com Editors, 
“Military-Industrial Complex” 

 

Summative 
Performanc
e Task 

ARGUMENT   Should we still fight total wars? Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) 
in response to the compelling question consisting of claims with evidence that presents comparisons 
between historical wars and modern warfare. 

Taking 
Informed 
Action 

UNDERSTAND To understand the problem, identify a war in the world today that is unresolved 
ASSESS In assessing the problem, students think about how the war identified affects different groups of 
people. 
ACT Create an op-ed article that about whether the war under consideration should be expanded or 
limited.  newspaper. 
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Overview 

Inquiry Description 

This inquiry leads students through an investigation of the nature of warfare in the 21st century. Focusing on the 
concept of total war, students explore how different elements of warfare from World Wars I and II compare to 
the way war is waged today.  

Students are introduced to a definition of total war that identifies four key elements: mass mobilization, the 
blurring of lines between civilians and soldiers, complete destruction of the enemy, and total control of society. 
The inquiry begins by presenting information about World War I, organized by the same four components in the 
definition. Next, students explore World War II, making key comparisons with World War I. This task provides 
the historical context for students to then make comparisons with what war looks like today. In the third 
supporting question, students examine modern war examples, centering on wars fought after the Cold War Era 
using modern technology such as drones. These examples provide an opportunity for students to make key 
comparisons between historical wars and contemporary ones, using the same framework provided from the 
original definition of total war.  

This	inquiry	is	expected	to	take	3-5	60-minute	class	periods.	The	inquiry	time	frame	could	expand	if	teachers	think	
their	students	need	additional	instructional	experiences	(e.g.,	supporting	questions,	formative	performance	tasks,	
featured	sources,	writing).	Teachers	are	encouraged	to	adapt	the	inquiry	to	meet	the	needs	and	interests	of	their	
students.	This	inquiry	lends	itself	to	differentiation	and	modeling	of	historical	thinking	skills	while	assisting	
students	in	reading	the	variety	of	sources. 

Structure of the Inquiry 

In addressing the compelling question—Should we still fight total wars?—students work through a series of 
supporting questions, formative performance tasks and featured sources in order to construct an argument 
supported by evidence from a variety of sources and embedded in an Op-Ed article format. 

Content Background 

Though the inquiry draws on a variety of different modern wars to create a broader understanding, students 
should consider how individual conflicts can have deep historical roots and complexity than what is presented 
in this project alone. Teachers may elect to have students complete additional research to uncover any 
additional context needed.  

Indicators & Essential Understandings  

This inquiry highlights the following C3 Indicators: 

● D2.His.1.9-12 Analyze change and continuity in historical eras. 
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● D2.His.3.9-12 Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of 
their actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context. 

● D4.6.9-12 Use disciplinary and interdisciplinary lenses to understand the characteristics and causes of 
local, regional, and global problems; instances of such problems in multiple contexts; and challenges 
and opportunities faced by those trying to address these problems overtime and place. 

● D4.7.9-12 Assess options for individual and collective action to address local, regional, and global 
problems by engaging in self-reflection, strategy identification, and complex causal reasoning. 

Cognitive Skills  

The Summit Learning Cognitive Skills Rubric is an assessment and instruction tool that outlines the continuum 
of skills that are necessary for college and career readiness. Cognitive Skills are interdisciplinary skills that 
require higher-order thinking and application.  
 
The rubric includes 36 skills and 8 score levels applicable to students in grades 3 through 12. Through Summit 
Learning, students practice and develop Cognitive Skills in every subject and in every grade level. The use of a 
common analytic rubric for assessment of project-based learning allows for targeted, standards-aligned 
feedback to students and supports the development of key skills over time.  For more information, see the 
Cognitive Skills rubric here: https://cdn.summitlearning.org/assets/marketing/Cognitive-Skills-Document-
Suite.pdf 
 
The inquiry highlights the following Cognitive Skills: 
 

Summit Learning Cognitive Skills 

Argumentative Claim Developing a strong opinion/ argument through clear, well-sequenced claims. 

Comparing and Contrasting Identifying and describing similarities and differences and using them to support an 
argument or explanation. 

Synthesizing Multiple 
Sources 

Integrating information across multiple sources to support an argument or 
explanation. 

Organization Using text structure and transitions to communicate with clarity and coherence.  
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Staging the Compelling Question 

Compelling 
Question Should we still fight total wars? 

Staging Task In a whole class discussion, brainstorm the meaning of “total war.” 

 
To stage the compelling question—Should we still fight total wars? —introduce students to the notion of total 
war by facilitating a discussion about the term.  Prompt student to think about how war impacts people who are 
on the front lines and at home. Stage the discussion with questions such as these.  

• How do you think war impacts the lives of civilians who were at home during the war? 
• What are some of the sacrifices people make during war?  
• How have you experienced war or heard about others in who have experienced war?   

Care should be taken to support students who may have personal experiences with war. This essay excerpt 
below provides guidance on how to support these difficult discussions, available online at 
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/blog/how-to-talk-to-kids-about-violence-crime-and-war  

Assume they know -- but don’t assume their knowledge is complete. Teens get a lot of their 
information from online sources such as social media or YouTube, which can be misleading or flawed. 
Still, it's important to respect their knowledge and ability to learn things independently because that's a 
process you want to foster. You'll still need to fill in the blanks, offer some history, and share what you 
know. 
Get them talking. High school years can be tough, as teens start rejecting their parents' ideas, 
becoming concerned with what friends think, and developing their own voice. This separation can be 
especially difficult when traumatic events occur or when you know they're interacting with mature 
media. To continue the kinds of conversations you had when they were younger -- and stay connected 
and relevant -- resist the urge to lecture and instead ask their opinions about things. Encourage them to 
support their ideas with legitimate news sources, not just repeat what others have said. Say, "We may 
not always agree, but I'm curious to hear what you have to say." 
Accept their sources but expand their horizons. Trending topics capture the headlines, but teens are 
just as likely to run across provocative subjects, stories, and characters on TV and in movies -- such as 
the meth-making chemistry teacher of Breaking Bad -- that get users clicking, viewing, and sharing. 
Give teens the tools to view information critically, whether they're scrolling through Snapchat, Netflix or 
a free-speech site for extremists such as 4chan and 8chan. Teach them to question what they see by 
asking themselves, "Who made this?," "Why did they make it?," "What's its point of view?," "What 
information isn't included?," and "What would my friends think of this?" These media-literacy questions 
help teens evaluate information, think beyond the clickbait headline or funny meme, and look more 
deeply into a topic. 
Offer hope. Mood swings are the hallmark of the teen years. But exposure to sad and depressing news, 
as well as to issues like violence, crime, and war, through social media, video games, and movies can 
make teens world-weary. Don't be a Pollyanna (teens will see through that) but talk about meaningful 
ways to contribute something to the world -- anything that benefits the greater good. The idea that you 
can make a positive impact restores the soul and boosts the resilience they'll need their whole lives.  
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Supporting Question 1 

Supporting Question What made World War I a total war? 

Formative Performance 
Task 

Synthesize information from across different sources on World War I and list 
elements from Robinson’s definition of Total War made World War I a total war.  

Cognitive Skills Synthesizing Multiple Sources: Integrating information across multiple sources 
to support an argument or explanation. 

 
Featured Sources 

Source A: Amy Elizabeth Robinson, “World War I: A Total War?” 

Source B: “Casualties of World War I”, Facing History and Ourselves 

Source C: Jia-Rui Cook, “The Posters That Sold World War I to the American 
Public” 

Supporting Question 1 and Formative Performance Task 

In the first supporting question—What made World War I a total war?—students are introduced to the first 
historical example of total war in this inquiry. The formative performance task asks students to write a 
paragraph that synthesizes evidence from across different sources to identify what makes World War I a total 
war.   
In responding to the first supporting question, students should be prompted to think about the impact that World 
War I had on different groups (e.g., civilians in warzones, civilians outside of warzones, drafted soldiers, 
volunteer soldiers, countries that won the war, countries that lost the war). 
 
Featured Sources 

The following sources were selected to provide students introductory information about World War I that 
connects to the elements of total war identified in Robinson’s definition. Teachers should add to, delete, 
excerpt, modify, or annotate sources to respond to student needs. 

SOURCE A The first source focuses on both mobilization and the blurring of lines between civilians and soldiers. 
The second section focuses on the idea of complete destruction of the enemy, and the final section focuses on 
total control of society. should, ideally, be broken up into at least three different sections to allow students to 
focus on each element of total war separately. Doing so will also chunk the reading into smaller sections which 
can help support cognitive lift and keep students focused and engaged.  

SOURCE B provides statistics on the number of military and civilian deaths in World War I. It can be used to 
support understandings of mobilization, the blurring of civilians and soldiers, and the complete destruction of 
the enemy.  

SOURCE C looks at propaganda during World War I to support understandings of total control of society.  
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Supporting Question 1 

Featured Source A 

Amy Elizabeth Robinson, “World War I: A Total War?”, Khan Academy, Web Article, 
n.d., Accessed Sept. 11, 2020. https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/whp-
origins/era-7-the-great-convergence-and-divergence-1880-ce-to-the-future/71-world-
war-1-betaa/a/read-world-war-i-a-total-war-beta  

 

Mobilization and the blurring of roles between soldier and citizen 

The scale of mobilization for WWI was far greater than anything before. This mobilization included volunteer 
and forced military service. Governments and private industry worked together in the war effort. Landscapes 
and economies were remade. 

People were initially shocked by the outbreak of war in 1914. But they also responded with unity and purpose. 
Millions of young men showed up at recruitment centers to volunteer for service. In Britain alone, 2.6 million 
men volunteered. Women volunteered as military nurses and aides, canteen workers, and more. Women also 
signed up to fill jobs so that men could become soldiers. Many working-class women, for example, were newly 
employed to make weapons. Civilians could participate by helping house troops or refugees. They bought war 
bonds and savings certificates. They also planted "war gardens" once food rationing began. 

Governments and industries concentrated on preparing for total war. The industrialized nations that entered the 
war shifted much of their production to creating war products. Factories produced weapons and supplies at an 
astounding rate. This aided the war effort and made a lot of money for businesses. Industry produced munitions 
and parts for ships and vehicles. Agricultural businesses fed soldiers and civilians. As businesses prepped for 
war, they also improved military technology. Inventions included tanks, two-way radios, mobile x-ray 
machines, and gas masks. 

As the war waged on, countries with military conscription (drafts) increasingly forced men to become soldiers. 
This provided a low-cost supply of young men for the front lines. All of the major warring countries used 
conscription. Overall, the number of military deployments over four years of war was unthinkably huge. 
Historian Kimberly A. Redding says: 

Some 65,000,000 men were mobilized between 1914 and 1918. While not all saw frontline service, the casualty 
rate (killed, wounded, and missing in action as a percentage of those mobilized) was over 50 percent among 
AustroHungarian, Australian, Bulgarian, French, German, Russian, and ANZAC forces. 8.5 million soldiers 
died and at least twice that number were wounded. Of these, at least 9.5 million were considered permanently 
disabled…. 

The length and violence of the war took a toll. War even increased the devastation of illness. When the flu 
broke out in 1917-1918, it was rapidly spread by the movements of troops and workers. It resulted in the death 
of 3-5% of the world's population. Like poison gas, it did not discriminate in its damage. 

 

Complete destruction of the enemy 

European wars in the early twentieth century were governed by the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907. 
These were a set of international agreements outlining the rules of war and war crimes. (This was not true for 
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colonial wars. Those were considered "imperial" rather than international matters.) Many Hague Convention 
rules were violated during World War I. One rule stated that war cannot begin without clear warning. The 
German invasion of Belgium violated that rule. Poison gas was used although it was banned by both 
conventions. Allied propaganda made much use of German war crimes. But ironically it was used to advance a 
"total war" approach to the war's progress and resolution. "Military strategy dictated devastation," says historian 
Tait Keller. Lands were purposely flooded and anything that might be useful to the enemy was destroyed. Large 
weapons barraged (fired rapidly and broadly at) the enemy. Chemical weapons were used, and compromise was 
rejected. These were startling actions for Europe. 

World War I raised many moral questions about technological warfare. In the first half of 1915, people became 
even more concerned. That's when the German government began Zeppelin raids on cities in Allied nations. 
Germany declared it would attack Allied shipping using submarines and used chemical weapons at Ypres in 
Belgium. Then they sank the British ship RMS Lusitania. Debate continues over whether the Lusitania was a 
valid military target. It was carrying civilian passengers and crew from many nations. But it was also carrying a 
large amount of ammunition for Allies. In the public mind, the sinking became a symbol of German brutality 
and the new extremes of war. 

At the beginning of the war, many Europeans believed that modern advances in technology would make war 
more efficient and manageable. But military technology had grown much faster than the knowledge and 
experience of how to use such technology. As historians J.R. and William McNeill explain: 

Military medicine had progressed to the point where doctors could keep gigantic armies free of epidemics long 
enough that they could engage in the prolonged slaughter of trench warfare. Heavy artillery and poison gas 
made life in the trenches living hell, while the machine gun made climbing out of them extremely lethal. 

 

Total control of society 

War impacted all areas of society. Private companies earned massive profits supporting the war. These 
companies supplied arms, raw materials, and transport. This supply chain had a global impact. Many witnesses 
described the ruin of landscapes on the Western Front. Bombs left craters in fields and former forests. Trenches 
crisscrossed the land. The country side was filled with toxic poisons. These landscapes, however, recovered 
after the battles of the war. Industrialization and removing of resources caused even greater damage to the 
environment far away from the front lines. 

Local economies and ecosystems far from Europe were dramatically reshaped. Timber was cleared in Lebanon, 
Britain, India, Canada, the U.S., and in German occupied territories. Tin was extracted in Malaysia. The war 
machine began to rely on petroleum from Mexico and the U.S. (and to a lesser extent the Middle East). 
Industrial agriculture transformed U.S. plains. In historian Tait Keller's words, "the distinction between modern 
war and modern industry had, in many ways, faded. Transformations to the natural world occurred in places 
outside the combat zones. People far from the fighting felt the war in their everyday lives through its long 
environmental reach." 

Governments also became more involved in civilians' personal lives. They censored the press and distributed 
propaganda. They passed new nationality laws and social rules that restricted minority communities. They also 
tightly regulated how food was produced and distributed. Many historians believe that this intrusion of the state 
into private lives was one of the most significant consequences of the war. 



 
SUMMIT LEARNING AND C3 TEACHERS  

                         

10 

 

Some groups were willing to give up some of their rights and set aside their differences at the beginning of the 
war. This included urban workers, colonial subjects, women suffragists, and even soldiers themselves. But 
faced with ongoing toll, they found it increasingly difficult to support their governments. The tension resulted in 
revolution in the Russian and Ottoman Empires. Elsewhere, it resulted in unrest, cynicism, trauma, and the 
growth of new social movements across national borders. 

World War I in some ways showed the impact of the rapid growth in four areas during the "long nineteenth 
century". These included industrialization, imperialism, international connections and conflicts. The war also 
broke down powerful empires and long-held beliefs in "progress" and "civilization." It was certainly not a "war 
to end all wars," but it was a war of unprecedented intensity and impact. The effects of this total war were felt 
for years but especially among the young men and women who experienced the war first-hand. These young 
people who witnessed the horrors of war and saw their friends die on the battlefield were often referred to as the 
"lost generation", a term used by the author Gertrude Stein to describe her friend Ernest Hemingway, "'That's 
what you are. That's what you all are,' Miss Stein said. 'All of you young people who served in the war. You are 
a lost generation.'" 
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Supporting Question 1 

Featured Source B European countries by the number of death in WW1 from https://vividmaps.com/number-
death-ww1/  

 

 
 
Additional data is available from Prost, Antoine: War Losses, in: 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the First 
World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, 
issued by Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin 2014-10-08. DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10271.  
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Supporting Question 1 

Featured Source C 
Jia-Rui Cook, “The Posters That Sold World War I to the American Public”, Smithsonian 
Magazine, July 28, 2014, Accessed September 18, 2020, Accessed from: 
SMITHSONIANMAG.COM  

 

On July 28, 1914, World War I officially began when Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. In Europe and beyond, 
country after country was drawn into the war by a web of alliances. It took three years, but on April 2, 1917, the U.S. 
entered the fray when Congress declared war on Germany. 

The government didn’t have time to waste while its citizens made up their minds about joining the fight. How could 
ordinary Americans be convinced to participate in the war “Over There,” as one of the most popular songs of the era 
described it? 

Posters—which were so well designed and illustrated that people collected and displayed them in fine art galleries—
possessed both visual appeal and ease of reproduction. They could be pasted on the sides of buildings, put in the 
windows of homes, tacked up in workplaces, and resized to appear above cable car windows and in magazines. And they 
could easily be reprinted in a variety of languages. 

To merge this popular form of advertising with key messages about the war, the U.S. government’s public information 
committee formed a Division of Pictorial Publicity in 1917. The chairman, George Creel, asked Charles Dana Gibson, one 
of most famous American illustrators of the period, to be his partner in the effort. Gibson, who was president of the 
Society of Illustrators, reached out to the country’s best illustrators and encouraged them to volunteer their creativity to 
the war effort. 

These illustrators produced some indelible images, including one of the most iconic American images ever made: James 
Montgomery Flagg’s stern image of Uncle Sam pointing to the viewer above the words, “I Want You for U.S. Army.” 
(Flagg’s inspiration came from an image of the British Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, designed by Alfred 
Leete.) The illustrators used advertising strategies and graphic design to engage the casual passerby and elicit emotional 
responses. How could you avoid the pointing finger of Uncle Sam or Lady Liberty? How could you stand by and do 
nothing when you saw starving children and a (fictional) attack on New York City? 

“Posters sold the war,” said David H. Mihaly, the curator of graphic arts and social history at the Huntington Library, Art 
Collections, and Botanical Gardens in San Marino, California, where 55 of these posters will go on view August 2. “These 
posters inspired you to enlist, to pick up the flag and support your country. They made you in some cases fear an enemy 
or created a fear you didn’t know you had. Nations needed to convince their citizens that this war was just, and we 
needed to participate and not sit and watch.” There were certainly propaganda posters before 1917, but the 
organization and mass distribution of World War I posters distinguished them from previous printings, Mihaly said. 

Despite the passage of 100 years—as well as many wars and disillusionment about them—these posters retain their 
power to make you stare. Good and evil are clearly delineated. The suffering is hard to ignore. The posters tell you how 
to help, and the look in the eyes of Uncle Sam makes sure you do. 
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Supporting Question 2 

Supporting Question What made World War II a total war? 

Formative Performance 
Task 

Synthesize information from across multiple sources, supported by key comparisons of 
World War I and World War II, to answer the supporting question of the inquiry. 

Cognitive Skills 

Synthesizing Multiple Sources: Integrating information across multiple sources to 
support an argument or explanation. 
Comparing & Contrasting: Identifying and describing similarities and differences and 
using them to support an argument or explanation. 

Featured Sources 

Source A: Maria Abi-Habib, “BEYOND THE WORLD WAR II WE KNOW: The Forgotten 
Colonial Forces of World War II” 

Source B: John Louis Recchiuti, “The Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb” 

Source C: Whitney Howarth, “Economics in the Second World War” 

Source D: “Communication: Propaganda”, Washington, DC and American Lives II Film 
Project 

Supporting Question 2 and Formative Performance Task 

In the second supporting question—What made World War II a total war?—students consider the different aspects of 
total war that were present during World War II. This question is presented using the same framework from Supporting 
Question 1 and sets students up to be able to make clear comparisons between the two world wars. These comparisons 
will prepare students in the next Supporting Question to compare and contrast modern warfare with these two 
historical total wars.  

To support students' abilities to make these comparisons, the formative performance task asks students to list key 
similarities and differences for each element of total war presented in Robinson’s definition. To deepen students’ sense-
making in this task, teachers may ask students to write 1-2 paragraphs describing the comparisons and answer the 
supporting question using synthesis of sources.  

Featured Sources 

Students should revisit the sources associated with Supporting Question 1 to answer this supporting question and make 
clear comparisons between World War I and World War II. The following sources provide information about World War 
II and are structured to highlight the four elements identified in Robinson’s definition. Teachers should add/subtract, 
excerpt, modify, or annotate sources to respond to student needs. The video listed above (under “Additional Sources”) 
addresses three of the elements of total war: blurring of civilians and soldiers, mobilization, and complete destruction of 
the enemy. Watching this video before engaging with the text sources can help set the stage for students’ analysis of 
each of these elements.  
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SOURCE A addresses the element of mobilization and expands on the concept of colonial mobilization. While this idea 
was briefly discussed with World War I, this source encourages students to think about what mobilization meant and 
looked like in different parts of the world.  

SOURCE B addresses the element of complete destruction of the enemy with a specific highlight on the atom bomb. This 
source sets students up to make comparisons between both the methods of destruction, and goals of destruction, 
between World Wars I and II.  

SOURCE C addresses the element of total control of society through an economic lens. It will be important to help 
students make comparisons with modern warfare in the next Supporting Question. 

SOURCE D looks specifically at propaganda, a concept introduced in Supporting Question 1. The direct correlation will 
allow students to make clear comparisons between the two wars around the concept of total control of society. It 
relates directly to the video Additional Resource provided in Supporting Question 1. 
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Supporting Question 2 

Featured Source A 

Abi-Habib, Maria. (1 September 2020).“BEYOND THE WORLD WAR II WE KNOW: The 
Forgotten Colonial Forces of World War II”, New York Times. Updated Sept. 3, 2020. Accessed 
September 11, 2020. Web. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/01/magazine/the-forgotten-
colonial-forces-of-world-war-ii.html  

 
They fought in every theater of World War II, from North Africa to Europe and as far east as Hong Kong. They died and 
went missing in the tens of thousands. And they formed the largest volunteer force in history. But their contributions 
are often an afterthought in history books. 

The colonial forces that dotted the battle maps of World War II were crucial for the Allies to fill out their ranks and keep 
up their momentum. While India contributed the largest number of volunteers, at some 2.5 million troops, Africans, 
Arabs and others fought and died for the freedom of the Allied powers, although they were under the yoke of colonial 
rule. “I always say, Britain didn’t fight the Second World War, the British Empire did,” said Yasmin Khan, a historian at 
Oxford University and author of “The Raj at War.” 

About 15 percent of all the Victoria Crosses — Britain’s highest decoration for valor — awarded during the Second World 
War went to Indian and Nepalese troops. The honor was bestowed upon service members from other colonies as well. 
“If you look at Commonwealth graves, you can find burial spots of Indians everywhere,” Khan said. “There’s a scattered 
memory of their sacrifice all over Europe.” 

While these colonial forces are often forgotten or overshadowed, they not only helped the Allied powers win their war, 
they also set in motion events that would eventually lead to some of the colonies’ independence. 

Despite their sacrifices, these troops were never treated as equals. They were largely under the command of European 
or American officers, although they were skilled fighters and even helped patrol the streets of London. It was difficult for 
them to rise up the ranks and become officers. Their compensation was far less than that of their white peers, and it 
worsened the darker their skin was. As poorly as Indian soldiers were treated, their African peers fared far worse…  

Although the battlefronts of Europe were romanticized in novels, history books and films, much of the war was fought… 
from North Africa to East Asia as both sides vied for control of the regions’ vast resources and wealth to sustain their 
militaries. In June 1940, the Axis powers launched the North Africa campaign and fighting broke out across Algeria, 
Morocco, Egypt and Tunisia as they tried to wrest those colonies from British and French rule. Japan snatched up British 
colonies like Singapore and Burma (now Myanmar) and tried to invade India. 

Indians were angry when Britain, which ruled them, declared war on Nazi Germany in 1939 and exploited their resources 
to support the conflict. Some Indians, such as upper-caste urbanites, were loyal to the raj — British rule over India — 
and fought enthusiastically for the Allies, but the vast majority volunteered because they were offered land, a stable 
salary and steady meals. Others joined to refine their technical or engineering skills as the military modernized over the 
course of the war, allowing them to gain experience with more complicated machinery as it was introduced. 
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Supporting Question 2 

Featured Source B 
John Louis Recchiuti, “The Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb”, Khan Academy, 
accessed September 11, 2020. Web. https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-
history/rise-to-world-power/us-wwii/a/the-manhattan-project-and-the-atomic-bomb  

 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

In May 1945, the Allies defeated Germany, two months before the atomic bomb was complete. War with Japan 
continued, however, and In August 1945 it seemed that an invasion of Japan itself might be necessary to force the 
Japanese to surrender. Military advisers to President Harry S. Truman warned that such a ground war would result in the 
deaths of tens or hundreds of thousands of young men in the US Armed Forces, as well as the deaths of many Japanese 
military personnel and civilians. After receiving no reply to his threat that "prompt and utter destruction" would follow if 
the Japanese did not surrender unconditionally, Truman authorized the use of the bomb on Japan. 

On August 6, 1945 an American B-29 bomber named the “Enola Gay” dropped the first atomic bomb on the city of 
Hiroshima. The device exploded over the city with a force of 12,500 tons of TNT. “[The city] had been there just a few 
minutes before . . . but it was absolutely gone,” said one witness. About 140,000 people were killed instantly or died due 
to injury or radiation poisoning within months of the blast at Hiroshima. 

Truman called for surrender the day after the bombing at Hiroshima once more, but once more the Japanese 
government refused. On August 9, about 80,000 people died after the United States dropped a second bomb on the 
Japanese city of Nagasaki. A total of 210,000 civilians died in the two atomic blasts. (In comparison, the United States 
had killed 120,000 Japanese civilians with conventional bombs during air raids on Tokyo in March 1945.) 

Six days later, after the Soviet Union declared war on Japan, the Japanese government signed an unconditional 
surrender. World War II was over. 
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Supporting Question 2 

Featured Source C 

Whitney Howarth, “Economics in the Second World War”, Khan Academy, Online, Accessed 
September 11, 2020. https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/whp-origins/era-7-the-
great-convergence-and-divergence-1880-ce-to-the-future/73-world-war-2-betaa/a/read-
economics-in-the-second-world-war-beta  

 
Total war economy 

When the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, the U.S. declared war on both Japan and Germany. As with so many other 
nations, it was not just about sending soldiers and weapons. The U.S. wanted all of its citizens to make an effort and 
move toward a—you guessed it—total war economy. The government gave incentives to private companies to 
transform their manufacturing plants into centers of production for weapons, munitions, airplanes, and ships. All 
citizens were asked to ration their use of certain resources and support the war effort by collecting scraps of rubber, 
paper, and metals. Every person, at every level of society, was asked to pitch in and sacrifice for the cause. 

In the process, the U.S. economy, which like most other countries was reeling from the Depression, was suddenly doing 
great. Production sped up, new factories were built, closed factories reopened, and millions of jobs were created in both 
private and public sectors. Tanks began to roll out of car factories. Assembly lines that used to make vacuums and 
kitchen appliances started turning out bombs. In order to stabilize the economy, the government controlled both wages 
and prices. As millions of men went off to war in Europe and the Pacific, housewives, students, and retired people took 
up the jobs they left behind. Two thirds of the American economy had been integrated into the war effort by the end of 
1943 and unemployment dropped to record lows. Even scientists, such as physicists and chemists, expanded their 
research to develop new weapons and technologies that might give the U.S. military a greater advantage. One result of 
this was the Manhattan Project, which produced the first nuclear weapons. 

Over in the United Kingdom and Canada, similar economic changes were made to meet the needs of war. The food 
shortage was even worse for the British than the people in the U.S., making rationing essential. Britain also relied on 
Canada for dairy and meat products. So even though Canada started producing much more food during the war, 
Canadians still had to ration their own consumption. This was so they could keep feeding British citizens, who 
desperately needed more resources. 

Within the U.K. a desperate need for agricultural labor brought tens of thousands of British women from the cities to 
rural areas to serve as "land girls." Rural areas were safer places to be anyway, since the Germans were targeting cities 
with large civilian populations. That's why hundreds of thousands of children were also evacuated to rural areas of the 
island for safety. In total, more than 450,000 British civilians lost their lives. 
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Supporting Question 2 

Featured Source D 
PBS, “Communication: Propaganda”, Washington, DC and American Lives II Film Project, 
Online, September 2007, accessed September 22, 2020.  
https://www.pbs.org/thewar/at_home_communication_propaganda.htm  

 
The war was fought in waiting rooms and store windows, on the walls of post offices and factory floors and on big-city 
billboards – anywhere a poster would help individualize the struggle for ordinary citizens. “Ideally,” a spokesman for the 
Office of War Information (OWI) said, “people should wake up to find a visual message everywhere like news snow – 
every man, woman and child should be reached and moved by the message.” 
During the war that message often fell within the definition of propaganda: the deliberate spread of facts or ideas to aid 
one’s cause or hinder another’s. Every nation involved in the conflict deployed the tactic. 
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Supporting Question 3 

Supporting Question Should modern warfare be considered total war? 

Formative Performance 
Task Construct a claim with evidence about the characteristics of modern war. 

Cognitive Skills 

Synthesizing Multiple Sources: Integrating information across multiple sources to 
support an argument or explanation. 
Comparing & Contrasting: Identifying and describing similarities and differences and 
using them to support an argument or explanation. 
Argumentative Claim: Developing a strong opinion/ argument through clear, well-
sequenced claims. 

 
Featured Sources 

Source A: Chris Woods, C. “Analysis: Obama embraced redefinition of ‘civilian’ in drone 
wars” 

Source B: Nathan K. Finney, “A HIGH-TECH CALL TO ARMS: MOBILIZING THE MASSES IN 
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY” 

Source C: Dr. Shima D. Keene, “Lethal and Legal? The Ethics of Drone Strikes” 

Source D: ICRC, “Global trends of war and their humanitarian impacts” 

Source E: History.com Editors, “Military-Industrial Complex” 

Supporting Question 3 and Formative Performance Task 

In the third supporting question—Should modern warfare be considered total war?—students use their understanding of 
historical total wars to assess whether modern warfare should be considered total war, as well.  To support students in 
making clear comparisons between modern and historic wars, they should compare each of the four elements of total 
war. By comparing one at a time, this will help students focus on smaller pieces of information, which they can then 
analyze as a whole to answer the supporting question.  Students should also practice creating argumentative claims 
based on their analysis before diving into writing an argumentative paragraph. This will allow them to come up with 
many different claims based on evidence before deciding which to expand upon.  
 
Featured Sources 

These sources look at modern warfare, with modern meaning after the end of the Cold War. This decision was made to 
keep the inquiry more concise and focused, since additional context is needed in order to fully understand the Cold War 
and examples from it. One key theme found across the sources is the use of drone technology in modern warfare. 
Teachers should add/subtract, excerpt, modify, or annotate sources in order to respond to student needs. 

SOURCE A is an excerpt from a news article examining drone strikes under the Obama administration and the formula 
used by the US government to count civilian deaths in urban warfare. This source directly highlights the blurring of lines 
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between civilians and soldiers and relates closely to Source C where total destruction of the enemy means when you 
have kill lists and specific targets in a war as opposed to all out warfare.  

SOURCE B is an analysis by a United States army officer of what mobilization in the modern era entails. It inherently 
suggests that it is understood that this has not happened in modern warfare and is more hypothetical in nature.  

SOURCE C specifically looks at drone warfare and the international agreed requirements for a target to be seen as 
legitimate or legal. This source is important because if a target is not seen as legitimate, it can be considered a war 
crime. This distinction allows students to compare the use of drones and kill lists to the idea of “complete destruction of 
the enemy” and compare this with World Wars I and II.  

SOURCE D identifies six major trends in modern warfare from the Red Cross. It provides some key comparisons between 
historical and modern war and can help provide a basis for understanding both the historical information on World Wars 
I and II, as well as modern war today. It ties most closely to the element of complete destruction of the enemy.  

SOURCE E outlines the modern phenomena of the military-industrial complex, first introduced by President Eisenhower. 
While this concept and term originated before the timeframe we have used for “modern warfare”, the majority of the 
excerpt focuses on the presence of the military-industrial complex post-Cold War. This relates to the element of total 
control of society, and directly compares with Source C for the second Supporting Question that used an economic lens 
to examine World War II.  
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source A 

Chris Woods, C. (19 May 2012).“Analysis: Obama embraced redefinition of ‘civilian’ in drone 
wars,” The Bureau of Investigative Journalism Web Article. Accessed September 11, 2020. 
Accessed from:https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/opinion/2012-05-29/analysis-
obama-embraced-redefinition-of-civilian-in-drone-wars  

 
Civilian Deaths from Day Three 

As the Bureau’s own data on Pakistan makes clear, the very first covert drone strikes of the Obama presidency, just 
three days after he took office, resulted in civilian deaths in Pakistan. As many as 19 civilians – including four children – 
died in two error-filled attacks…  

Now Newsweek correspondent Daniel Klaidman reveals that Obama knew about the civilian deaths within hours. He 
reports an anonymous participant at a subsequent meeting with the President: ‘You could tell from his body language 
that he was not a happy man.’ Obama is described aggressively questioning the tactics used. 

 

Until now it had been thought that President Obama was initially unaware of the civilian deaths. 

Yet despite the errors, the president ultimately chose to keep in place the CIA’s controversial policy of using ‘signature 
strikes’ against unknown militants.That tactic has just been extended to Yemen. 

On another notorious occasion, the article reveals that US officials were aware at the earliest stage that civilians – 
including ‘dozens of women and children’ – had died in Obama’s first ordered strike in Yemen in December 2009. The 
Bureau recently named all 44 civilians killed in that attack by cruise missiles…  

Aggressive tactics 

… In March 2009, for example. then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mike Mullen reportedly called for the bombing 
of an entire training camp in southern Somalia in order to kill one militant leader. 

One dissenter at the meeting is said to have described the tactic as ‘carpet-bombing a country.’ The attack did not go 
ahead. 

Redefining ‘civilian’ 

In its own major investigation, the New York Times examines the secret US ‘Kill List’ – the names of those chosen for 
death at the hands of US drones. The report is based on interviews with more than 36 key individuals with knowledge of 
the scheme. 

The newspaper also accuses Obama of  ‘presidential acquiescence in a formula for counting civilian deaths that some 
officials think is skewed to produce low numbers’...  

[The method or “formula” mentioned above] in effect counts all military-age males in a strike zone as combatants, 
according to several administration officials, unless there is explicit intelligence posthumously proving them innocent…  

The revelation helps explain the wide variation between credible reports of civilian deaths in Pakistan by the Bureau and 
others, and the CIA’s claims that it had killed no ‘non-combatants’ between May 2010 and September 2011 – and 
possibly later. 
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The investigation also reveals that more than 100 US officials take part in a weekly ‘death list’ video conference run by 
the Pentagon, at which it is decided who will be added to the US military’s kill/ capture lists. ‘A parallel, more cloistered 
selection process at the CIA focuses largely on Pakistan, where that agency conducts strikes,’ the paper reports…  

Retired admiral Dennis Blair, the former US Director of National Intelligence, told the paper that the campaign was: 

The politically advantageous thing to do — low cost, no US casualties, gives the appearance of toughness. It plays well 
domestically, and it is unpopular only in other countries. Any damage it does to the national interest only shows up over 
the long term. 

*An earlier version of this report attributed the redefining of ‘civilian’ to the Obama administration. The Bureau now 
understands that it instead embraced a pre-existing policy introduced under George W Bush. We apologise for the error. 
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source B 

Finney, Nathan K., “A HIGH-TECH CALL TO ARMS: MOBILIZING THE MASSES IN THE TWENTY-
FIRST CENTURY”, Modern War Institute at West Point, February 3, 2017, Accessed September 
23, 2020. Online. https://mwi.usma.edu/high-tech-call-arms-mobilizing-masses-twenty-first-
century/  

 
Today, Americans are so accustomed to a large, standing, volunteer-based military that we forget this is an anomaly in 
the entire sweep of our national history. For decades before the institution of the all-volunteer force in 1973, national 
security in wartime fell to a large force dependent on a draft. That too was unusual. For well over a century and a half 
from its founding, the American land power necessary… was generated only at time of conflict and through the 
decentralized mobilization of volunteers into their own units, supplemented with regular and militia leaders…  

Since 1973, however, military force has been raised for war exclusively through the slow increase of regular and reserve 
forces based on the all-volunteer force and attendant economic incentives to make it appealing…  

[In the event of a major conflict] To address a need for a new mass mobilization, an updated system would need to 
utilize modern tools such as social media, big data, workflow applications, massive open online course technology, and 
additive printing…  

[J]ust thinking through key aspects of the above argument—(1) there will be a large war between the United States and 
one or more near-peer or peer adversaries that could require mass mobilization of land forces, (2) the US military is 
unprepared for a mass mobilization, (3) the mobilization model of localized recruitment and centralized control seen in 
the Great War [WWI] could provide a framework to consider, and (4) modern technologies and ways of interacting 
would enhance such a mobilization—could help drive conversation and thought on the issue. 

The US military daily conducts intensive planning to address how we would defeat threats based on current resources. If 
preparation for the future holds to Eisenhower’s old quote that “plans are worthless, but planning is everything,” the 
United States military would be doing its future force a disservice to not address the possible mass mobilization of its 
citizens, as well. War prosecution is much more than simply the technologies we employ and the current soldiers we 
possess. It is the backbone of organization and coordination that can provide the resources necessary to address 
tomorrow’s fight—big or small. 
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source C 
Dr. Shima D. Keene, “Lethal and Legal? The Ethics of Drone Strikes”,  Strategic Studies 
Institute and United States Army War College Press, December 2015, accessed September 11, 
2020. 

 
Determining the Legitimacy of a Target 

For an armed attack to be deemed legitimate, the individual targeted must also be a legitimate target in the eyes of the 
law. Legal guidance is available through UN and other rulings as to what constitutes a valid target. However, the reality 
is not always clear cut 

The media reported that the Joint Integrated Prioritized Target List produced by the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) 
in 2009  contained just over 400 names of individuals described as “known terrorists,” who are deemed to be legitimate 
targets. However, many argue that the definition of “terrorist” used is far too broad to be legally defensible for targeting 
decisions. 

 

The inclusion of Taliban financiers on the so-called “kill list” is a case in point. Although terrorist financiers may be 
classified as terrorists, there is debate as to whether they can be deemed a legitimate target for a kill list under IHL… 
Furthermore, any individual falling outside this category would be classified as a civilian. In other words, unless a Taliban 
financier can be proved to be a combatant on a continual basis, it would be unlawful to target him under IHL. 

The next factor that must be taken into consideration is distinction, referring to the ability to differentiate between an 
individual who is a terrorist and who is not. This can be particularly challenging when attempting to isolate the target 
from his or her family. Under IHL, if family members fall victim, it is not considered to be a legal kill, unless it can be 
proved that the family members were also part of a targeted organization and causing real harm…  

A further point of legal debate relates to the circumstances in which a terrorist is killed, in particular with reference to 
“rescuer attacks” or “follow-up strikes.” One example is the killing of senior al-Qaeda leader Abu Yahya Al-Libi on June 4, 
2012. Following an initial drone strike which killed five people and injured four others, a group of 12 people, including 
local residents, came to the assistance of the victims. 

Al-Libi was reported to have been overseeing the rescue efforts and was killed in the second strike, along with between 
9 and 15 other people, including six local tribesmen. In other words, six civilians were killed working in a humanitarian 
capacity alongside a group of al-Qaeda operatives under a senior al-Qaeda official.  

The follow-up strike has been described as a potential war crime both because it constituted an attack on civilian 
rescuers, and also because al-Libi may not have been directly participating in hostilities at the time of the strike. 
However, the question as to whether al-Libi was directly participating in hostilities and therefore deemed as a legitimate 
target does not depend on what he was doing at the time he was killed. 
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source D 
ICRC, “Global trends of war and their humanitarian impacts”, International Committee of the 
Red Cross, October 17, 2018, accessed September 11, 2020. Web. 
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/global-trends-war-and-their-humanitarian-impacts-0  

 
Let me briefly specify six trends of particular concern to us: 

 

One, wars are lasting much longer than they used to 20 years ago…  In our ten largest operations, we have been on the 
ground for an average of 36 years. 

 

Two, wars are more often fought in highly populated urban areas, and when high powered explosive weapons are used, 
large numbers of civilians are at risk of death, injury, but also of losing their infrastructure – water systems, electricity, 
and jobs…  

 

Three, increasingly, the root causes of violence are unclear and difficult to address – they are often a tangled web of 
politically–motivated violence, terrorism and disproportionate reaction by states, inter-community and social violence, 
which often go hand-in-hand with economic crime. This… challenges us with complex overlap between the legal 
frameworks. 

 

Four, armed actors are more numerous, more radical but also less political and less structured. Our research shows that 
more than six times the number of armed groups have been created over the last six years than during the six decades 
before that. Today only a third of conflicts are fought between two belligerent parties, and a fifth of conflicts have 10 or 
more parties involved.. making consensual humanitarian approaches and negotiation particularly challenging…  

Five, wars often involve partners, allies and coalitions – leading to a dilution of responsibility, fragmentation of chains of 
command and an unchecked flow of weapons…  

And finally, as you know, we are on the brink of a fourth industrial revolution with increasingly sophisticated and more 
deadly weapons, but also the potential to harness technology to find new ways to provide humanitarian assistance. 
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source E History.com Editors, “Military-Industrial Complex”, History.com, Updated August 21, 2018, 
Originally published May 10, 2018, Accessed September 11, 2020. Web.  

 
The military-industrial complex is a nation’s military establishment, as well as the industries involved in the production 
of armaments and other military materials. In his 1961 farewell address, U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower famously 
warned the public of the nation’s increasingly powerful military-industrial complex and the threat it posed to American 
democracy. Today, the United States routinely outspends every other country for military and defense expenditures…  

MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX TODAY 

Since Eisenhower delivered it in 1961, his farewell speech has come to be a touchstone for those with concerns about 
unchecked military expansion, and the continuing close ties between private military contractors, members of the 
military establishment and the federal government. 

The United States regularly spends far more on its military than any other country, though its defense spending is 
usually a relatively small percentage of the nation’s total gross domestic product (GDP), compared with some other 
countries. 

According to a 2014 report by the Council of Foreign Relations, in the years after World War II, national defense 
spending as a percentage of GDP ranged from a high of 15 percent in 1952 (during the Korean War) to a low of 3.7 
percent in 2000. Military spending rose sharply again the following year, after the 9/11 terrorist attacks led to the U.S. 
government declaring a global war on terrorism. 

Military expenditures, which are included in the discretionary spending category in the federal budget, include a base 
budget for the U.S. Department of Defense as well as additional spending on Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) 
and the Global War on Terror (GWOT). 

In fiscal year 2016, according to the Pew Research Center, the U.S. government spent some $604 billion on national 
defense, which made up 15 percent of its total spending of about $3.95 trillion. 

By contrast, a two-year budget deal passed by Congress and signed by President Donald Trump in February 2018 
approved some $716 billion for defense spending in fiscal year 2019, compared with $605 in non-defense domestic 
spending. 
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Summative Performance Task 

Compelling Question Should we still fight total wars? 

Summative Performance 
Task & Action Task 

Should we still fight total wars? Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, 
essay) in response to the compelling question consisting of claims with evidence that 
presents comparisons between historical wars and modern warfare. 

Cognitive Skills 

Synthesizing Multiple Sources: Integrating information across multiple sources to 
support an argument or explanation. 
Comparing & Contrasting: Identifying and describing similarities and differences and 
using them to support an argument or explanation. 
Argumentative Claim: Developing a strong opinion/ argument through clear, well-
sequenced claims. 
Organization: Using text structure and transitions to communicate with clarity and 
coherence.  

Civic Theme CARE: Students address questions around safety, harm, and human rights. 

Structure of Summative Performance Task 

The Summative Assessment and Taking Informed Action are combined for this inquiry. The Op-Ed will allow students to 
demonstrate their understanding of the inquiry while embedding the TIA to address the Compelling Question and why it 
matters. Their piece will incorporate clear comparisons to historical total wars (World Wars I and II) to support their 
argument.  

Taking informed action tasks have three steps to prepare students for informed, reasoned, and authentic action. The 
steps ask students to (1) understand the issues evident from the inquiry in a larger and/or current context; (2) assess the 
relevance and impact of the issues; and (3) act in ways that allow students to demonstrate agency in a real-world 
context.  

For this inquiry, students can take informed action by drawing on their understanding of modern war, how it compares 
to historical total wars, and the impacts war and total war have.  

UNDERSTAND To understand the problem, identify a war in the world today that is unresolved 

ASSESS In assessing the problem, students think about how the war identified affects different groups of people. 

ACT Create an op-ed article that about whether the war under consideration should be expanded or limited.   

Students’ writing should incorporate a theme or content angle that is engaging, relevant, and meaningful to the student 
author. For example, students may focus their op-ed on a power imbalance, where the same sacrifices aren't being 
made by each side in modern warfare. Students may connections between modern war and WWI/WWII as it relates to 
home fronts.  

CIVIC THEME This task reflects the civic theme of care. When students engage in care-building civic action, they address 
questions of safety, harm, and human rights for groups and individuals. In the inquiry, students investigated historical 
and modern warfare, as well as impacts it has on different groups (e.g. civilians, combatants, draftees, nations, etc). By 
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evaluating and taking informed action on questions of the impacts of war, students expand their understanding of how 
they themselves are impacted by wars, even distant ones, as well as build towards the common good: a safer and more 
aware international community. 

Argument Stems 

Students’ arguments will likely vary, but could include any of the following or combination thereof: 
● Modern warfare should be considered total war because many elements from World Wars I and II that made 

them total wars are like wars today, such as the blurring of civilians and soldiers resulting in civilian casualties. 

● Modern warfare should not be considered total war because it does not meet all four of the key elements and 
we do not see the same aspects of war used in World Wars I and II. For example, total control of society during a 
total war meant that civilian life on both sides was consciously tied to the war, yet today many civilians in 
wealthy nations that are actively engaged in wars do not have that same awareness or impact on their daily life. 

● While there are some of the key elements that identify a total war in modern warfare, they are different enough 
from World Wars I and II to make it hard to determine if “total war” is a useful term to describe modern 
warfare. For example, while complete destruction of the enemy was the goal in historic total wars, and modern 
warfare aims for total destruction of those listed as enemies, the number of casualties is significantly lower in 
modern warfare and is not destructive in the way that is implied under total war.  

Additional Sources 

These sources provide examples of Op-Ed writing on topics related to the inquiry’s content. Students can 
analyze each Op-Ed example to determine what makes the writing engaging and persuasive, as a step in 
planning their own Op-Ed piece.  Teachers should add/subtract, excerpt, modify, or annotate sources in order to 
respond to student needs. 

SOURCE A is an article written by a former US Army serviceman reflecting on the power of Op-Ed writing as a 
member of the military. It can be used to inspire students to engage with the Op-Ed writing process.  

SOURCE B is the first of three examples of Op-Ed writing. It looks at World War II as the last time that 
Americans were asked to significantly alter their daily life, comparing the impacts of total war to the 
Coronavirus pandemic.  

SOURCE C is the second of three examples of Op-Ed writing. It looks at what it means for historical memory 
now that most people alive to remember World War I have passed away. It also considers how the lack of 
historical memory for World War I might influence modern concepts and understandings of war. 

SOURCE D is the last of three examples of Op-Ed writing. It argues that there are no winners in war, 
highlighting some of the key elements of students examined in the definition of Total War such as economic 
impact on society and blurring of soldiers and civilians.  
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Note about Ways to Take Informed Action 

This inquiry has a suggested taking informed action task. Teachers and students are encouraged to revise or adjust the 
task to reflect student interests, the topic/issue chosen for the task, time considerations, etc.   

Taking informed action can manifest in a variety of forms and in a range of venues. They can be small actions (e.g., 
informed conversations) to the big (e.g., organizing a protest). For this project, students may instead express action by 
creating a public service announcement (as noted in the bulleted point below “Act”), organizing a panel discussion, 
conducting a survey and the like; these actions may take place in the classroom, the school, the local community, across 
the state, and around the world. What’s important is that students are authentically applying the inquiry to an out-of-
classroom context. Actions should reach people outside of the classroom.  

 

For more information about different ways students can take action, see:  Muetterties, C. & Swan, K. (2019). Guiding 
Taking Informed Action Graphic Organizer. C3Teachers. Available from: http://www.c3teachers.org/inquiries/civic-
action-project/. 

Additional Resources  

Each Supporting Question has an additional video resource provided to help students answer the Supporting Question. 
The videos’ content demonstrates continuity in the elements of total war addressed with each historical and 
contemporary example. Additional resources are also provided to prepare students to write their Op-Eds for the “Act” 
step of Taking Informed Action.  

 

Supporting Question 1 
Facing History, “Propaganda During World War I: An Appeal To You!” Video. 
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/video/propaganda-during-
world-war-i-appeal-you  

Supporting Question 2 Neil Halloran, “The Fallen of World War II” Video. 
http://www.fallen.io/ww2/  

Supporting Question 3 Our World in Data, “Military Spending”, Online. 
https://ourworldindata.org/military-spending  

Preparation for Taking 
Informed Action 

John Spencer, “ The Power of Op-Eds: How to Inform and Influence”, Online. 
https://mwi.usma.edu/power-op-eds-inform-influence/  
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Additional Sources 

Additional Source A 
John Spencer, “The Power of Op-Eds: How To Inform and Influence”, Modern War Institute, 
December 5, 2019, Accessed October 22, 2020. Web. https://mwi.usma.edu/power-op-eds-
inform-influence/  

 

In 2015, I had the opportunity to take a class on “op-ed” writing. The instructor was a former reporter and writer for the 
New York Times. I wasn’t even sure what op-ed stood for (a legacy term from newspaper journalism, it means “opposite 
the editorial page,” rather than “opinion editorial,” as I initially thought), but I attended, nonetheless. The one-hour class 
covered how to write a short, newsy opinion essay; how to pitch an editor a topic; and what types of topics editors want 
to see. 

Each of us, we learned, had a perspective that editors and people in general want to read about: firsthand experience. 
And that’s something that military service delivers by the truckload. 

The oft-cited statistic is that only one percent of the US population serves in the military. Many debates or discussions 
about war and other military topics fail to incorporate the experienced view of the practitioner. 

As I was then just a US Army major, I had never considered myself an expert in anything. I have since discovered that 
good, meaningful writing can and should come from more than strategists, historians, general officers, or academics. 
Writing op-ed essays, stories of real-world, firsthand experiences—complete with reasoned arguments and calls to 
action—can make a real impact. 

Beyond that, there were no secrets to writing revealed in the op-ed class. The same essay format I had learned in high 
school—an introduction paragraph with a thesis, supporting paragraphs with topic sentences, and a conclusion 
paragraph—was still the starting point. 

There were, however, a few small tricks or techniques that applied to news-and-opinion markets, including writing for 
newspapers, magazines, and websites. Such writing, for example, has to be current. Topical. Newsworthy. Journalists 
call this factor a “news peg”—something on which to hang reader interest. Quality writing also counts. Good articles—
and, by this, I mean the ones that editors are most likely to purchase and publish—start with a “hook.” Something to 
grab a reader’s attention. 

Finally, each pitch and essay should answer two questions: “Why should people read this now?” and “Why should they 
listen to you?” 

One of the first essays I pitched ran counter to what then seemed a consensus opinion from US Army leaders: that 
women soldiers couldn’t handle the job of being in the infantry. I applied my experiences as a career infantry soldier and 
former Ranger Instructor, observing that many popular arguments against women serving in the infantry were founded 
on opinions more than facts. 

I sent the essay to War on the Rocks, an online, subscription-based news and analysis website. 

It was rejected, but not without feedback. 

The editor said the idea of my article was super, but that the central point wasn’t clear. I had also failed to provide a 
strong case that my opinion was based on credible experiences. Most importantly, the editor said that if I was willing to 
do a major rewrite, he would reconsider the submission. 
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I learned a lot from this episode. That writing is important, but so is editing. If you don’t feel confident in either skill set 
or both, look for help from others. From that point on, I have always had someone else (usually multiple people) look at 
everything I write before submitting it somewhere. I also gained the encouragement that I could make a strong 
argument founded on firsthand experience. 

Later, after I’d collected a few bylines, I decided to expand beyond firsthand experience to address a topic that I had 
both observed and studied: the impact of technology on small-unit cohesion. I had done research on small-unit cohesion 
theories while in school. Reflecting on my deployment experiences, I began to wonder if soldiers’ ability to connect with 
family and friends at home via social media and e-mail, might have had negative effects on forming shared bonds with 
their fellow soldiers. 

I took my personal observations and combined them with academic research on the effects of social media on 
relationships and society. I wrote an opinion essay, shared it with friends for feedback, and submitted it to the New York 
Times. To my major surprise, it was accepted. 

The amount of positive feedback was overwhelming. I received e-mails from across the world, from soldiers in combat—
ironically, using social media to contact me—from senior military officials, and others who told me they had observed 
the effects of phones, e-mail, and social media on unit cohesion, or who also had the same concerns. 

Later, I wrote an essay inspired by my 2008 deployment, a time when it seemed all I had done was emplace concrete 
walls. I never thought that job was particularly noteworthy, but after I argued in conversations with friends about how 
effective the walls were at reducing violence in Iraq, I realized that most people—including myself—had no idea just 
how much concrete we had used putting up those walls, much less why they were effective. 

Research + firsthand experience + news peg + hook (+ editing) = !!!! 

The article went viral. It was read more than 100,000 times on the website maintained by the Modern War Institute at 
West Point. It was republished by Yahoo! News, National Geographic Education, Vice, and other outlets. 

Needless to say, I was convinced of the power of the op-ed. 

We each have multiple roles. Each identity is a vital part of who we are, and a set of experiences rich with story and 
meaning. For most of my adult life, I have considered myself a soldier, a Ranger, and a leader. When I had children, I 
became a father. Now, I am also a writer. 

My only regret is that I discovered writing at the end of my Army career. Writing has made me a better thinker. It has 
helped me to communicate with clarity. I can only imagine how much better of a soldier, leader, and person I would 
have been if I had discovered the process of writing earlier in my life. 
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Additional Sources 

Additional Source B Meg Jacobs, “The last time Americans were asked to sacrifice daily life”, Op-Ed Article. March 
17, 2020. Accessed from: CNN.com 

 

Meg Jacobs teaches history at Princeton University. She is working on a book about the New Deal and World War II. 
Follow her on Twitter @MegJacobs100. The opinions expressed in this commentary are hers. Read more opinion on CNN. 

Cough into your elbow, wash your hands and stay home. Those are the patriotic acts of 2020 as we live through a global 
pandemic and each try to "flatten the curve" of the viral spread. Let's do our part to slow the transmission and not 
overwhelm our hospitals. The choice to stay away from friends is nothing compared to choosing which sick patient 
should get a ventilator. Simple sacrifices by American citizens can go a long way toward recovery. 

This is not the first time that small, seemingly insignificant acts have taken on life or death meaning. Recycling a rusty 
screw, a bent nail, an old tire -- that might not seem like much. But during World War II that was everything. Thousands 
of miles away from the battlefield, Americans on the home front could help defeat the Nazis and save democracy if only 
they listened to their leaders and collected all their scrap metal. Together, piece by piece, towns could donate enough 
for a bullet or a gun or a tank. 

Lincoln High School in Portland, Oregon, won a local competition for school children, having collected 200 tons of scraps. 

It took as much as 900 tons of metal to make one naval ship, but their effort made a dent. 

And that was only one of countless ways the country, at the behest of government, rallied behind its troops and made 
small sacrifices for a bigger cause, so materials normally used for domestic consumption could be allocated for the war 
effort. Repair a shirt rather than buy a new one, paint on nylons instead of wearing the real thing, go without cuffs on 
your pants; indeed, women wore pants instead of skirts since that used less fabric. Their bathing suits shrank. The fewer 
pairs of stockings worn by women, the more nylon available to use for parachutes. 

Nearly every consumer item could be -- and had to be -- re-purposed for war, all the way down to chewing gum. The 
Army alone ordered hundreds of millions of pants and underwear and half a billion socks for the troops. 

The War Production Board banned men's suits from including cuffs and restricted the length of their shirts. And there 
were other instructions, too: Buy only your rationed share of sugar, don't spend extra money at the butcher to get a 
thicker cut of meat above your government-allotted allowance, make a peanut butter loaf instead of a meat loaf. 

Starting with Eleanor Roosevelt at the White House, 20 million women signed a pledge to purchase only their fair share 
and surrender their ration coupons. 

As millions of working Americans were brought into the federal income tax system for the first time, the Roosevelt 
administration explained their contribution through an ad campaign featuring Donald Duck quacking "Taxes to Defeat 
the Axis." 

Of course many did much more by working overtime and countless shifts to make America what President Roosevelt 
called the arsenal of democracy. And millions made the ultimate sacrifice by serving in the armed forces. And even these 
smaller domestic sacrifices did not come without complaints. Strikes, black markets and racial tensions, including 
Japanese American internment, were as much a part of the wartime experience. 
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But it was the appeal to small acts of patriotism that made a profound difference. Those rusty nails really did help. More 
than that, these acts bred a sense of patriotic self-sacrifice and encouraged a mobilization to that end. 

That happened because of good leadership. A good president can make you feel the urgent necessity of washing your 
hands after sneezing into a tissue so that your grandmother will be safe and avoid needlessly adding to the workload of 
doctors and health care workers tasked with healing the sick. 

In 1942, Franklin Roosevelt asked each citizen for an "equality of sacrifice" -- each doing their part to assist the nation. 
As men were dying in combat, he said in a fireside chat, "there is one front and one battle where everyone in the United 
States -- every man, woman, and child -- is in action, and will be privileged to remain in action throughout this war. That 
front is right here at home, in our daily lives, and in our daily tasks. Here at home everyone will have the privilege of 
making whatever self-denial is necessary..." 

He went on to explain: "'sacrifice' is not exactly the proper word with which to describe this program of self-denial. 
When, at the end of this great struggle, we shall have saved our free way of life, we shall have made no 'sacrifice.'" 

The precautionary efforts officials are asking of us to fight the coronavirus are an opportunity to renew our civic 
mindedness -- to wake up from our selfish slumbers and take action. If President Trump won't appeal effectively or 
directly to our better selves, other than thin comments that came way too late, listen to all the other mayors, governors, 
corporate executives, union leaders, clergy and doctors who are asking us to make small sacrifices for the greater good. 
As hard as it is to stay indoors and self quarantine, it will be great to know that in a crisis we each did our part. 

Correction: An earlier version of this article incorrectly described a clothing item sacrificed by women to reduce the use of 
nylon during World War II. It was stockings. 
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Additional Sources 

Additional Source C G. Kurt Piehler, “Op-Ed: How We Might Think About the ‘War to End All Wars’, “ Navy Times, 
November 10, 2018. Accessed from: NavyTimes.com 

 

World War I was still a living memory for most Americans when I was growing up in the 1960s and early 1970s. 

Aging doughboys who had fought on the Western Front in 1917 and 1918 still marched on Veterans Day. These World 
War I enlisted men often referred to this holiday by its original name, Armistice Day. 

My mother invariably bought and wore an artificial red poppy on Veterans Day. I learned much later the poppy signified 
the blood and sacrifice of those who died on Flanders Field, a Belgian battle site that was the subject of the war’s most 
famous poem. 

With the 100th anniversary of the end of the First World War on Nov. 11, 2018, as a scholar who has spent my career 
studying war in 20th century America, I am struck by the degree to which World War I has faded from popular memory. 

Few Americans can name a single battle from this conflict. Heroes such as “Ace of Aces” fighter pilot Eddie Rickenbacker 
and “the greatest civilian soldier of the war,” Alvin York are no longer household names. 

Even fewer Americans remember the distinguished record of the Harlem Hell Fighters and other black regiments 
attached to the French army. 

The fact that World War I is the forgotten war for Americans serves as a cautionary tale that some important memories 
can fade despite sustained efforts to foster them. 

World War I broke out in Europe in 1914, eventually pitting Germany, the Austro-Hungarian empire, the Ottoman 
Empire and Bulgaria against Belgium, France and its empire, Great Britain and its Empire, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, Russia, Serbia, Romania, Italy, Japan, China, Portugal and a number of smaller nations. 

The U.S. was officially neutral at the beginning of the war. Most Americans saw no compelling argument to send 
American troops to fight Europe’s war abroad. Late in the war, and only after a divisive debate and German submarine 
attacks that caused the death of Americans, did the United States enter the conflict in 1917. 

The United States’ entry into the war ensured the European balance of war and avoided German dominance on the 
continent. The victory achieved on Nov. 11, 1918 at 11:00 a.m. would be commemorated by Americans as the “war to 
end all wars.” 

In its aftermath, the war was publicly acknowledged in a variety of ways. The generation that went to war in 1917 
transmitted its memory through the thousands of memorials they built, the Memorial Day holiday, and in their memoirs 
of war as a glorious endeavor. 

Under the auspices of the American Battle Monuments Commission, they established overseas national cemeteries for 
the war’s dead and erected monuments in France and the United Kingdom. 

They created a new way of mourning the war dead with the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, where the unidentified dead 
received a state funeral and burial at Arlington National Cemetery. 
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Indeed, World War I marked the first time that many countries systematically created graves for all soldiers, whether 
they could be identified or not. 

 

And in Paris in 1919, American veterans of World War I founded the American Legion, which is still the nation’s largest 
veterans organization. 

What has been lost along with the memory of the war is the memory of the bitter debates that engulfed the United 
States in the decades after the war, the 1920s and 1930s. When researching my dissertation and first book, 
Remembering War the American Way, I was stunned by how virtually every aspect of commemorating the war 
engendered debate during the interwar period. 

For instance, the decision to build overseas cemeteries for the war dead faced challenges from parents of many of the 
fallen who wanted to bury their sons in hometown cemeteries. In the end, the federal government retreated from 
keeping all the war dead in cemeteries abroad and allowed families to decide whether a doughboy who died for his 
country would be buried at home or in one of the overseas cemeteries. 

During my eighth grade class trip to Arlington National Cemetery to visit the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in 1974, I 
remember how impressed we were at the spit and polish of the ceremony marking the changing of the guard. In fact, 
the origins of this ceremony and even the need for a guard in the first place stems from complaints of the American 
Legion in the 1920s that tourists were picnicking on the unfinished tomb and, even worse, that juvenile delinquents 
were playing games on them. 

Those who build memorials are often implicitly aiming to accomplish something other than memorializing. 

In the case of World War I, the memorials were intended to heal and mask regional, ethnic and ideological divisions. For 
instance, the Unknown Soldier was hailed as an everyman because he could be rich and poor, native born or foreign 
born, a city dweller or a farmer. 

The paradox of these efforts to forge memories in stone, marble, and copper is that memorials are often overshadowed 
by the controversies they are intended to heal. 

Although memorials to World War I proclaimed that Americans had fought a “war to end all wars,” the post-war world 
remained perilous. Many elements contributed to the growing danger: A return of American isolationism, the war debt 
owed to the U.S. by European allies, the crushing of “Prussian militarism” that led to the birth of communist Russia and 
the fascism that took hold of Italy in the early 1920s. 

Memorials sought to display the unity of all Americans, but the terrible legacy of World War I was the fear it 
engendered. During the war, German Americans were persecuted by vigilantes because of their ancestry. Despite the 
patriotic service of scores of new Americans from southern and eastern Europe, the U.S. Congress passed legislation 
restricting immigration of what were deemed undesirable immigrants from these regions. 

Perhaps the answer is that World War II reshaped the memory of the First World War. The fact that another world war 
broke out in less than a generation discredited the notion that World War I was a “war to end all wars.” As World War I 
faded into oblivion, it became easier to simply forget all the deep divisions engendered by this war for the more 
comforting narrative of World War II as the “good war”. 

 

G. Kurt Piehler is a specialist in U.S. History with an emphasis on the Twentieth Century. He received his bachelor’s degree 
from Drew University (1982) and his Ph.D. from Rutgers University (1990). Piehler is author of Remembering War the 
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American Way (Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995, reprint ed., 2004), World War II in the American Soldiers’ Lives Series 
(Greenwood Press, 2007), and co-editor of Major Problems in American Military History (Houghton Mifflin, 1999). He is 
consulting editor for the Oxford Companion to American Military History (1999) and associate editor of Americans at 
War: Society, Culture, and the Homefront (Macmillan Reference/Gale, 2005). His articles have appeared in the History of 
Education Quarterly, Journal of the Rutgers University Libraries, and the anthology, Commemorations: The Politics of 
National Identity (Princeton, 1994). Piehler is book series editor for World War II:The Global, Human, and Ethical 
Dimension published by Fordham University Press. 

The views of Professor Piehler do not necessarily represent those of Navy Times or its staffers. 
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Additional Sources 

Additional Source D Mary Pelham White, “Op Ed: There are No ‘Winners’ in War,” NavyTimes, October 2, 2019. 
Accessed from: NavyTimes.com 

 

The guided missile destroyer Barry fires Tomahawk cruise missiles to destroy Libya's coastal radar and anti-aircraft sites 
on March 19, 2011. Similar strikes would hit Iran if the U.S. wages war with Tehran. (Navy) 

The United States has been at war for the last 18 years. 

While the U.S. Constitution grants Congress the power to declare war, the 2001 and 2002 Authorizations for Use of 
Military Force (AUMF) have allowed three U.S. presidents to expand our military presence across the globe. 

I am certain that we will continue down this path unless Congress takes back their responsibility to decide if our troops 
should be sent to war. 

It’s clear that there is a financial cost to war. 

Endless war has caused our federal budget deficit to soar to a startling one trillion dollars per year. The wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan alone have cost us more than $6 trillion with no end to the violence in sight. Yet and still, the Trump 
Administration and lack of congressional action to repeal the AUMF are inching us closer and closer to another 
dangerous conflict — one with potentially more devastating stakes — with Iran. 

Though the Middle East may seem like it is worlds away for many of us, war and its resounding impacts feel closer to 
home. Whether you were alive during the Korean or Vietnam Wars, or born after 9/11 and have never lived in a conflict-
free world, war has become eerily familiar, if not normal. 

I’ve personally witnessed the human cost of war, of veterans physically and emotionally scarred for life. My brother was 
killed in 1967, six months after his arrival in Vietnam. He was loved, West Point-trained, and he had a bright future. 

Then in 1984, twelve years after he served in Vietnam, my nephew snapped and shot both his parents and himself. 

But this only part of the story. As a person of faith, I can’t in good conscience only look at how war has affected us in the 
United States. 

Countless civilians in war-torn areas worldwide have endured starvation, witnessed traumatic devastation and violence, 
and lost everything they had. 

The U.S. has been complicit in exacerbating the turmoil in many of these areas. We have withdrawn foreign aid, 
weakened trade, left NATO and abandoned nuclear treaties and environmental efforts. We no longer recognize allies 
but create enemies. 

Lately, the “art of the deal” supersedes civil diplomacy. 

But with sanction after sanction intended to force Iran’s hand, we are instead promoting corruption and engaging in a 
dangerous game that has us teetering towards nuclear war. 

Frighteningly, the administration said the 2001 and 2002 AUMFs could be used to justify potentially going to war with 
Iran. 
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Thankfully, lawmakers are paying attention and working to prevent this from happening. Our own U.S. Rep. Elaine Luria, 
D-Virginia, has shown leadership on this issue. 

She supported the bipartisan Khanna-Gaetz amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) to prohibit 
an unauthorized war with Iran and help us avoid unnecessary, violent confrontation in the future. 

That amendment passed the House by a vote of 251-170. 

House leaders Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Steny Hoyer will be looking to her as they negotiate the final version of the 
NDAA with the U.S. Senate. 

We a looking to Rep. Luria to work with her colleagues in Congress to ensure that the final NDAA contains provisions 
that prohibit unauthorized war with Iran and repeals the 2002 AUMF to help reassert Congress’s authority over war and 
peace. 

War is never the answer. The human toll at home and abroad, as well as the ballooning financial burden of these endless 
wars are too much to bear. 

Congress and the administration must shift the focus from military intervention to diplomacy if we are to achieve lasting 
and sustainable peace. 

Mary Pelham White is a Quaker living in Virginia Beach. Her views are not necessarily shared by Navy Times or its 
staffers. 

 
 


