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Weather and War 
Grades 9ς12, Geography 

 
Environment and Ecology: Standard 4.8τHumans and the Environment 

PennsylvaniaΩs public schools shall teach, challenge and support every student to realize his or 
her maximum potential and to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to: 

 !ƴŀƭȅȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΩǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀbility on a community or region. (10B) 

 Analyze environmental issues and their international implications. (12D) 
 
Note: This activity is particularly appropriate for Weather Month (March). 
 
Materials 

/ǳƭǘǳǊŜDǊŀƳǎΩ World Conflicts Today 
 
Activity 

In the years following the U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, Taliban fighters appear to 
have tailored their fighting strategy to the season. As winter ends, U.S. military commanders in 
Afghanistan typically warn of a άspring offensiveέ by the Taliban. Is such predictability unusual, 
or have war and weather always been so closely linked? 

In the November 19th edition of the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS), 
researchers at the Georgia Institute of Technology and the University of Hong Kong published 
the results of a revealing study. Looking at the time period between 1400 and 1900, they 
discovered that war and weather were definitely related. 

By consulting historical documents and analyzing tree rings, ice cores, and coral skeletons, they 
mapped out weather patterns. They then compared those patterns to data taken from a 
massive war database. A clear correlation emerged: the colder it got, the more people fought. 
Indeed, the frequency of wars in cold centuries was practically double that in warm centuries. 
The researchers hypothesized that cold weather meant shorter agricultural seasons and hence 
less food and more competition for that food. 

But does the cold weather/war correlation hold in modern times? Or, in an age of global 
warming, might we see it inverted? ItΩs easy to see how such an inversion could happen. The 
hotter it gets, the more water sources dry up, and the less agricultural land is available for 
people to grow crops and raise animals. 

This precise scenario has been played out in Darfur, with dwindling agricultural land an 
important factor in causing and prolonging the horrifying violence there. Indeed, in a 2007 
Washington Post op-ed piece, UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon called the conflict in Darfur 
an άecological crisisέ related to άclimate change.έ 

http://worldconflictstoday.com/
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IN DESERT REGIONS OF DARFUR, THERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN 

COMPETITION FOR NATURAL RESOURCES - Kour, 2004 
© 2004 Getty Images, Inc. 

WhatΩs more, as the Taliban example suggests, ongoing wars sometimes heat up with the 
weather, as combatants spend the cold months regrouping and finalizing the details of new 
military strategies. 

Read through the following sections of World Conflicts Today: Global Implications in the 
Colombia report and the Overview section of the Darfur report. 

Then write a 250-word response to the following essential question for critical thinking: 

ü Assuming Ban Ki Moon is correct in his assessment of Darfur, how might the 
violence there be aggravated by the persistence of civil war in Colombia?  

http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?page_id=139&menu_id=231
http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?page_id=178&menu_id=232
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tƛŎŀǎǎƻΩǎ Guernica 
Grades 8ς12, Art 

 
Arts and Humanities: Standard 9.4τAesthetic Response 

PennsylvaniaΩs public schools shall teach, challenge and support every student to realize his or 
her maximum potential and to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to: 

 Describe to what purpose philosophical ideas generated by artists can be conveyed 
through works in the arts and humanities. (8D) 

 Analyze and interpret a philosophical position identified in works in the arts and 
humanities. (12D) 

 
Note: This activity is particularly appropriate for Aviation History month (November). 
 
Materials 

/ǳƭǘǳǊŜDǊŀƳǎΩ World Conflicts Today 
Replica of PicassoΩs Guernica 
 
Activity 

On April 26, 1937, a dark experiment in aviation took place in the Spanish town of Guernica. 
What was it? 

In the World Conflicts Today report on the Basque country, you can read about SpainΩs civil war, 
which pitted defenders of SpainΩs democratic republic against fascist rebels. In the belief that 
the continuation of democratic rule would give them the greatest chance of achieving 
independence, most of SpainΩs Basque population fought against the fascists. The fascist 
armies, under the command of General Francisco Franco, made the Basques pay a terrible price 
for this choice.  

Some of the most intense Basque suffering is described here in this excerpt from World 
Conflicts Today: 

Á Late in the afternoon of Monday, April 26, 1937, German fighter planes from the Condor Legion 
dropped bombs on a crowded marketplace in the small Basque town of Guernica.  

Á The attacks occurred on a market day, when the town center was full of peasants selling their 
produce. In fact, it was extra full because of all the refugees who had come to Guernica from Durango 
and other bombed-out Basque towns. Because the Basque forces possessed no anti-aircraft fire, the 
German planes could fly very low. This allowed them to guide their bombs with precision and then 
swoop in to shoot survivors of the blasts.  

Á Late in the evening, buildings were still burning, and corpses lay in puddles of blood. The next day, 
survivors sorted through the rubble and buried their dead. 

http://worldconflictstoday.com/
http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?page_id=237&menu_id=237&page=landing
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The planes that bombed Guernica and the pilots that flew them were German. GermanyΩs 
leader, Adolph Hitler, had ordered the attack in part because he wanted to drive what he 
regarded as a communist Spanish government out of office, but probably even more 
importantly because he saw the attack as an opportunity to test out the capabilities of the 
German air forceΩs new war planes. In a very literal sense, then, the bombing of Guernica during 
the Spanish civil war served as a dress rehearsal for the bombing of London and other European 
cities during World War II. 

The great Spanish painter Pablo Picasso commemorated the awful event in his masterpiece, 
Guernica. Eleven feet tall and 23 feet wide, PicassoΩs black-and-white painting depicts the 
terrible suffering of both humans and animals, while documenting one of the darkest phases in 
aviation history. 

 
WORKERS AT THE MUNICIPAL MUSEUM IN AMSTERDAM 

HANG PICASSOΩS MASTERPIECE. - Netherlands, 2004  
© 2004 Getty Images, Inc. 

Find a large replica of PicassoΩs Guernica, and show it to your students. Have them discuss or 
write answers to the following essential questions for critical thinking:  

ü How does Picasso use animal and human elements to suggest the destructive power 
of technological advances? 

ü How does Guernica, a highly non-representational piece of art, capture some of the 
power of a newspaper photograph? 

ü When asked about the meaning of Guernica, Picasso said it was άnot my idea to give 
this meaning.έ What does it mean to say that a painting has meaning, and howτin 
the absence of guidance from the artistτshould that meaning be determined?  
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Genocide and ethnicity 
Grades 9ς12, Geography 

 
Geography: Standard 7.3τThe Human Characteristics of Places and Regions 

 

 

PennsylvaniaΩs public schools shall teach, challenge and support every student to realize his or 
her maximum potential and to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to: 

 Explain the human characteristics of places and regions by their cultural characteristics. 
(9B) 
o Ethnicity of people at national levels (e.g., customs, celebrations, languages, 

religions) 
o Culture distribution (e.g., ethnic enclaves and neighborhoods) 
o Cultural diffusion (e.g., acculturation and assimilation, cultural revivals of language) 

 Analyze the significance of human activity in shaping places and regions by their cultural 
characteristics. (12B) 
o Cultural conflicts (e.g., over language (Canada), over political power (Spain), over 

economic opportunities (Mexico)) 
o Forces for cultural convergence (e.g., the diffusion of foods, fashions, religions, 

language) 
 
Materials 

/ǳƭǘǳǊŜDǊŀƳǎΩ World Conflicts Today 
 
Activity 

Many journalists and analysts have depicted the horrifying violence in Darfur as a case of Arabs 
murdering Africans. But does the categorization of mass murder in racial terms obscure a more 
complex reality? If so, what is that reality? 

Merriam-Webster defines race alternatively as άa category of humankind that shares certain 
distinctive physical traitsέ and άa class or kind of people unified by shared interests, habits, or 
characteristics.έ The first definition emphasizes biology and genetics, the second culture and 
behavior. 

In Darfur, where an estimated 200,000 people have been killed and at least two million more 
displaced since 2003, Western journalists have tended to use that first definition of race in 
order to distinguish the killers from their victims. In the October 29, 2006, issue of the New York 
Times, for example, columnist Nicholas Kristof reported that gunmen funded by SudanΩs Arab 
government had άshout[ed] epithets against blacksέ as they άheave[d] babies into bonfires.έ  

http://worldconflictstoday.com/


6 
 

 
JANJAWEED FIGHTERS USUALLY ATTACK ON HORSES 

OR CAMELS - Near Sudanese-Chadian border, 2004 
© 2004 Getty Images, Inc. 

But relying on terms like Arab and black, or African, can be extremely misleading. According to 
the overview of the World Conflicts Today report on Darfur:  

Using [these terms] without making extensive qualifications and clarifications wrongly implies that there 
are no significant linguistic, economic, or cultural differences within each group. It also conceals 
fundamental similarities between the groups, namely that the membership of each is overwhelmingly 
black, African, and Muslim. Essentially, the terms are a convenience; they have been adopted by 
journalists and politicians because it would be impractical to name every tribal group involved in the 
conflict. 

Some Darfur observers, including a minority of journalists and several aid workers, have 
cautioned against representing the mass killings in Darfur as something like racially motivated 
terrorism. Instead, using the second definition of race, they have described the violence as a 
fight over natural resources, notably water and farmland.  

For these observers, the conflict in Darfur is less an attempt by one racially distinct group to 
eliminate another than it is a low-intensity civil war, brought to a head by years of drought and 
pitting farmers (who tended to be άAfricanέ) against pastoralists (who tended to be άArabέ).  

Why is it important to correctly categorize the conflict in Darfur? No one disputes that the 
situation there is appalling, so why not leave the debate over terms to philosophers and just do 
something to end the violence? 

There is a highly practical answer to this question: if journalists represent parties to a civil war 
as racist terrorists and helpless victims, then there is a danger that the natural sympathy felt for 
the άvictimsέ will embolden them and make them less willing to compromise in talks aimed at 
resolving longstanding grievances. This, according to the GuardianΩs Jonathan Steele, may have 
happened in Darfur. 

Read through the World Conflicts Today report on Darfur. Answer the following essential 
questions for critical thinking with reference to specific examples from the text:  

http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?page=landing&page_id=232&menu_id=232
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ü Is the violence in Darfur best characterized as άArabέ terrorism or a struggle 
between farmers and pastoralists for scarce resources?  

ü If you decide that the violence is mainly άArabέ terrorism, then how do you account 
for the fact that some respected UN observers have said the άAfricanέ rebels now 
represent the biggest obstacle to a lasting peace? 

ü If, on the other hand, you decide that the gruesome violence is simply the 
intensification of a longstanding struggle for water and land, then how do you 
account for the racial epithets that Kristof and other respected journalists have 
reported hearing? 

ü Similarities between DarfurΩs άArabsέ and άAfricansέ and differences within άArabέ 
and άAfricanέ groups highlight the difficulties of using race-based categories. Select 
two racial categories that you use (e.g., black, white, Hispanic). Do they hold up any 
better than the categories used to describe the violence in Darfur? 
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IƛǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ άDǊŜŀǘ aŀƴέ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ 
Grades 9ς12, History 

 
History: Standard 8.4τWorld History 

PennsylvaniaΩs public schools shall teach, challenge and support every student to realize his or 
her maximum potential and to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to analyze cultural, 
economic, geographic, political and social relations to: 

 Evaluate the significance of individuals and groups who made major political and 
cultural contributions to world history since 1450. (12A) 
 

Materials 

/ǳƭǘǳǊŜDǊŀƳǎΩ World Conflicts Today 
 
Activity 

Thomas Carlyle, the famous 19th-century Scottish historian, once wrote that the άhistory of the 
world is but the biography of great men.έ Karl Marx, the great 19th-century German 
philosopher, frequently wrote that individuals didnΩt matter. What did they mean? 

Carlyle meant that individuals haveτand have always hadτa dramatic effect on the course of 
history. If there had never been a Muhammad, a Carlyle disciple might say, there may not be an 
Islam today.  

Marx meant that underlying economic or material factors (not individuals) determined history. 
This theory of historical change, often called determinism, is the polar opposite of CarlyleΩs 
άGreat Manέ theory. Whereas άGreat Manέ theorists may see two great womenτSusan B. 
Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stantonτas the primary reason American women received the 
vote in 1920, determinists would likely point to economic factors, notably the politically 
empowering entrance of hundreds of thousands of wives and daughters into the workplace 
during World War I. 

With tens of thousands of U.S. troops occupying Iraq and Afghanistan today, questions of how 

they got there and what theyΩre trying to achieve will likely be taken up in history classes for 

years to come.  

One way of answering those questions is to consider the actions of a few άgreat menέ: Saddam 

Hussein, George Bush, Osama bin Laden, Bill Clinton, Mullah Omar, and George W. Bush. HereΩs 

how a simple άGreat Manέ narrativeτa historical account based on the actions of powerful 

individualsτcould be constructed:  

Á In 1990, Iraqi president Saddam Hussein ordered Iraqi forces to invade Kuwait and seize 
its oil wells.  

http://worldconflictstoday.com/
http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?page_id=242&menu_id=238
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Á The next year, President George Bush assembled a multinational coalition, which 
defeated the Iraqi troops and liberated Kuwait.  

Á In 1998, Saudi dissident Osama bin Laden orchestrated attacks against the U.S. 
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in order to protest the continued presence of U.S. 
troops, some of whom had relocated to Saudi Arabia near IslamΩs holiest sites (Mecca 
and Medina) after the liberation of Kuwait.  

 

 
Osama bin Laden 

© Getty Images  

Á In retaliation, President Bill Clinton ordered the bombing of terrorist training camps in 
Afghanistan, where bin Laden was staying as a guest, and demanded bin LadenΩs 
extradition.  

Á Mullah Omarτthe leader of AfghanistanΩs Taliban government whose views on Islam 
were similar to bin LadenΩsτrefused to hand his notorious guest over and allowed him 
to continue operating terrorist training camps.  

Á From his Afghan sanctuary, bin Laden planned more devastating attacks against the 
United States, notably those carried out on September 11, 2001.  

Á Several weeks after the 9/11 attacks, President George W. Bush ordered U.S. troops into 
Afghanistan to topple the Taliban and capture or kill Osama bin Laden.  

Á Buoyed by the relative ease of the military victory in Afghanistan and enabled by a 
lingering post-9/11 angst, President Bush ordered U.S. troops into Iraq in 2003 to 
remove Saddam Hussein and destroy his weapons of mass destruction.  

Á Although Saddam Hussein was easily removed and his weapons found not to exist, U.S. 
forces have struggled to impose order in Iraq. 

 

 
Capture of Saddam Hussein 

© Getty Images 

http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?page_id=242&menu_id=238
http://worldconflictstoday.com/index.php?menu_id=258&page_id=263

