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Why was the 20th Century the most violent in history?

Throughout human history, there has always been violence - with competing nations / empires fighting for control and influence. However, the 20th Century was the most violent throughout all of human history, having two World Wars and many other conflicts throughout - notably the Cold War and the constant tension in the Middle East. This spike in violence is caused by many factors, but most of the major conflicts have come from radicalisation and ideological differences, with huge technology leaps enhancing the amount of destruction humans became capable of and enabled conflicts to happen between more widespread countries.

Rising nationalism in countries often leads to violence, and there were multiple waves of nationalism in the 20th Century, from the First and Second World War, to the Arab Israeli Conflict. Nationalism is a political view that consists of deep loyalty and patriotism to a person's country, with nationalists exaggerating how important and powerful their country is.

Nationalism can be attributed to the First World War as previous to the war many European Nations believed that their country was superior to all countries around them - especially Britain, France and Germany, leading to over confidence in the strength of their militaries and the weaknesses of the other countries - as many of them had not been defeated in a major war for a long time. For example, the Germans believed that the Schlieffen Plan was destined to wipe out France in around six weeks. The historian Lawrence Rosenthal described nationalism at this time as, “loyalty inwards, aggression outwards”. Additionally, the Balkans were experiencing a major wave of Pan-Slavism at this time - a belief that the Slavic people should have their own nation, with a particularly powerful movement in Serbia. Pan-Slavism was against the Austro-Hunagarian-Empire and disliked its power in the region, leading to many Slavs joining radical nationalist groups, such as the ‘Black Hand’. It was pan-Slavic nationalism that led to the assasination of Archduke Franz-Ferdinanad - an event that led directly to World War One, as Russia stepped in to help fellow Slavs against Austria-Hungary and Germany declaring war on Serbia.

Hitler's rise in the late 1920s and 1930s can be attributed to a rise of nationalism, with his hatred of the Treaty of Versailles and ambition to unite the German speakers of Europe (Self-Determination) and establish them with Lebensraum. This extreme nationalism and desire that Germany didn’t deserve the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, especially after the Wall Street Crash in 1929  allowed the Nazis to get a strong hold in the Reichstag. They won 230 seats in August 1932, with Hitler becoming Chancellor on the 30th January 1933 - allowing him to roll in laws that led to the Nazis taking more and more control of Germany, until President Hindenburg died and Hitler was able to become Fuhrer. This eventually led to the invasion of Poland and the start of the Second World War, the most destructive conflict in history - causing the deaths of 15 - 20 million people in Europe and 75 million people worldwide. This nationalism also led to ethnic tensions and can be seen by Hitler's belief of the Aryan ‘Master Race’, leading to Hitler's invasion of Russia (operation Barbarossa), racism in Nazi occupued territories and the Holocaust. 

Another wave of nationalism and ethinc tension can be seen in the Japanese invasion of Manchuria and then China, as the nationalistic Japanese military had strong influence over Japanese politics. Many politicians in Japan in the late 1930s - early 1940s believed that Japan had a duty to rule the rest of Asia as an “elder brother”, over “younger brothers” - believing that they were superior and the rest of Asia were lesser people, much like what was happening in Germany and Italy at this time.

The Arab Israeli conflict has nationlistic attributes - with Pan Arabism and Zionism competing against each other. Pan Arabism is a political movement that believes the whole Middle East should be a united area of Arab states, meaning after Israel was created they wanted it destroyed. This was contrasted by Zionist calls for the creation of Israel, as Zionism was the wanting of a united country for the Jewish people. This led to clashes between the two and is the basis behind the majority of the Arab Israeli conflict, causing multiple wars and years of terrorism and violence, with leaders such as Nasser, Arafat and Ben-Gurion being nationalistic. This has also been a source of ethnic tension - as two peoples are competing directly against each other in a bitter feud that neither side wants to win, leading to each side having a deep hatred of the other that is now ingrained in their thinking and communities.

Technological advances have also led to the mass increase in violence as humans found faster, easier and more efficient ways of killing each other. This can be seen clearly in World War One, as it was turned into a war of attrition by the rapid advances in defensive technology - e.g machine guns, artillery, that could not be matched by offensive technology until the later war. This led to either side being able to sit in their trench and just mow down the enemy as they came out of their trench, leading to mass loss of life. This was exemplified by the generals outdated tactics towards aggression, with many British generals telling their soldiers to just walk to the enemy trenches. This was because they believed the soldiers wouldn’t be able to cope with more advanced strategies, having just been trained. This can be seen in the battle of the Somme, in 1916 where the newly trained British soldiers (‘Kitchener's army’) were sent ‘over the top’ to fight the Germans by Haig. These soldiers were easily gunned down by the fortified German machine gun positions, which they had come back to after the bombardment ended. The first day of the Somme was the worst day in the history of British warfare, with 60,000 casualties and 20,000 dead, with an overall gain of just three square miles.

Both the naval and nuclear arms races in the 20th century led to increased violence. Before the First World War there was a naval arms race, which led to Germany and Britain competing to see who could build the best ships, leading to the dreadnaught class being introduced and bigger and more violent naval battles in WWI. The nuclear arms race after the Second World War was one of the main causes of the Cold War and lasted nearly all the way through it - with the Soviet Union and the USA racing to always have the best arms technology. This led to huge spendings on weapons - with between 15-20% of Russia's GDP going towards nuclear weapon programs. Many proxy wars were fought because of this, as each side attempted to show its power, weapons and ideology was best. Additionally, the Cuban Missile Crisis and Bay of Pigs Invasion can be attributed partly to the arms race - as America discovered Russian nuclear missiles on Cuba, leading to the Americans helping Cuban rebels / exiles attempt to overthrow Fidel Castro by attempting an invasion, leading to over 100 deaths and more than 1,100 prisoners. 

The mechanisation of the Holocaust allowed Nazi Germany to mass murder millions of Jews quickly and efficiently. This ability to quickly and repeatably murder massive amounts of people - with specially purposed death camps and trains leading right into them, meant that the genocide was the biggest the world has seen. There were on average 15,000 murders every day in August - October 1942, a rate that would not have been achievable without the technology that enabled these mass killings to be done so easily and brutally, day in day out. 

Finally, the discovery of the atomic bomb led to mass death and violence, as the USA used two on Japan to end the Second World War in Asia. This was death that had not been seen before, as between 129,000 - 226,000 citizens were killed in Japanese cities by two bombs catapulting the world into the nuclear age. However, the discovery of nuclear weapons may have stopped any large scale conflicts, but the major powers were instead forced to engage in proxy wars to gain influence and power, meaning that there have been no global conflicts since the Second World War, as there are now nuclear deterrents in place.  

Radical movements have also led to many revolutions and uprisings to take place over the 20th century, leading to violence. These often come at the time of change or are impacted by times when major change is occuring . Many of these radicals rose up in the 1915-1930s, with the Russian revolution being the most notable, in 1917. This shaped the whole of the 20th century, paving the way for the rise of the Nazis and the Cold War to take place. This was because both of these periods / wars were structured against the communists - with Hitler's anti communist views as one of the main reasons as to why he got into power. The Russian Revolution also led to the Russian Civil War, as anti-Bolshevik opposition tried to overthrow the new Bolshevik government, leading to three years of harsh warfare and war communism. Also, in this period the change was occurring in Germany, with the Weimar Government being formed after the First World War. This government was dealing with uprisings from the right and left, with the Spartacist uprising in 1919 and the Kapp Putsch both threatening the Weimar democracy, leading to violence and Friekorps being established - arming ex soldiers and allowing them to travel around fighting.
 
Radicalisation had a major effect on the world, causing the Second World War to occur when two radical countries on opposite sides of the spectrum went against each other - Russia vs Germany in Operation Barbarossa. This fighting was particularly fierce as both sides had a deep hate of the other, and didn’t mind wiping the other out completely. This fighting was very brutal and destructive as both sides tore into each other, leading to mass violence and fighting, as Germany brought another superpower into the war. The Germans took over 750,000 casualties during Operation Barbarossa - compared to 30,000 dying in the western campaign. This was the peak of anti Communist actions in Nazi Germany, but previous to this anyone suspected of being a communist in Germany had been rounded up and taken to concentration camps, to be detained indefinatley / killed.

The Cold war was also caused by radicalisation and change. With the Second World War just having finished, the world was a completely different place - as old superpowers faded out and the world was thrust into the nuclear age. This new age was an age where ideologies clashed more than ever - communism vs capitalism. This led to warfare as even though the major powers did not ever take on each other directly there were multiple proxy wars where each side attempted to grow their influence - e.g. Vietnam and Korea. These proxy wars were often guerrilla warfare, and long. For example, the Korean war had two invasions, one from the North into the South and then a US/UN sea landing at Inchon to try and push back the North, bringing China into the fight - showing how the proxy wars kept on escalating and bringing in more and more powers and more and more violence until resolved. Repression was also a major factor in the cold war, with countries trying to move away from the Soviet bloc only to get stopped, as happened in Hungary in 1956 and the Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia in 1968. These led to violence as Russia often marched the Warsaw pacts armies in and quelled the new government or uprising by occupying the country and installing a new hard line leader, causing violence and tension.

The Arab Israeli conflict had many radicals in it - with many countries taking radical approaches to try and destroy Palestine and many terrorist groups being set up, such as Hamas and the PLO - many intent on causing damage to Israel until it was destroyed. These radical approaches led to most of the Arab Israeli wars, such as the Six day war, as Arab countries took more and more radical and threatening steps towards Israel - such as closing the Strait of Tiran for Israel. The whole conflict is also based around change - with the Arabs resisting it and the Israelis fighting to keep their place secure. These radical approaches have led to a lot of constant conflict and tension in this region, with neither side wanting to lose power and back down.

Colonies and empires also had a major impact on the 20th century, with many colonies striving for independence and a few new  ‘empires’ being created. This demise of empires can be seen happening after the First World War, with four empires collapsing after the First World War, the Russian Empire (1917), the German Empire and the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1918), with the Ottoman Empire collapsing in 1922. These four empires contained most of Europe and their collapse led to a power vacuum in Europe, leading to multiple conflicts, especially in the Balkans.

During World War Two some new empires rose up, with Japan conquering swathes of land in Asia and Germany controlling most of Europe at its peak. The war started as Germany wanted an empire, to give the German people ‘Lebensraum’. Much the same happened in Japan, as their natnionalistic leaders wanted more land due to being stuck on an island. This desire for more land led to the most violence the world has ever seen, as when coupled with the new tactics that technology enabled, the warfare became brutal and more destructive than ever - e.g. Blitzkrieg. 

After World War Two, empires again crumbled, with the Japanese and German empire carved up. Additionally, the British empire started to crumble as states demanded independence, on waves of nationalism. India, ‘the jewel in the crown of the British empire’, gained independence in 1947. This led to India being partitioned into two areas - Hindu India and Muslim Pakistan, meaning that there was a period of mass unrest, violence and migration, as muslims treked to West and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), while Sikhs and Hindus headed in the opposite direction. By 1948, between one - two million people had been killed, in a mutal genocide, as both sides were aggressive towards each other. 

Finally, during the Cold War the Soviet Union desired to have a ‘buffer zone’ - to protect itself against threats from the west. This can be seen as an empire as all the states became part of the Soviet bloc and were puppets with little freedom to make decisions. This led to tension between the West and East as the West believed that Russia was trying to forcibly spread communism around the world, and led to the policy of containment, leading to many proxy wars and violence occurring as both sides tried to keep their ideology dominant and growing. This ‘buffer zone’ also had violence occurring in it, with oppression occuring and uprisings / countries trying to reform often invaded, treated harshly and given a new hardline leader.

Overall, the 20th Century was the most violent in history due to many reasons, but I believe that most stemmed from nationalism and extremism. Without nationalistic Europe in the early 1900s, the First and Second World Wars may not have happened, and without the massive ideological gap between the Nazis and Russians the brutal fighting on the Eastern front and Cold War may have been averted. This killing was then massively multiplied by the huge jumps in technology, leading to the brutal killing fields of the western front in WWI and the mechanisation of the Holocaust. Many of the conflicts were also leaders ingraining hatred of other races / peoples into their countries - one of the main factors as to why the Arab Israeli conflict has drawn out for so long,  how Hitler managed to get the Germans to commit genocides against Jews and Slavs. The colonist view of Empires also led to violence as a new wave of nationalism and thinking in these colonies meant there were uprisings against the rule - e.g India, where even after the British had left there was still violence as two peoples were pitted against each other.
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