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[bookmark: _GoBack]Why Was The Twentieth Century the Most Violent in History?

The twentieth century saw violence and killing on an unprecedented scale, spurred on by a host of causes; Social and economic changes, ideological, ethnic and, international tensions, as well as technological advancements.
The twentieth century was a time of great international tensions that spanned form colonial rivalries to the cold war. Imperial and colonial rivalries between Austria and Russia, alongside the convoluted web of alliances that bound Europe together, were a large contributing factor to the escalation of the Great War, from a local war between the Habsburg empire and Serbia, into the global pile on that enveloped Europe, America, and colonies, and claimed up to 22 million deaths. These rivalries that had existed long before the 20th  century became much more intense with the unification of Italy and Germany, in 1861 and 1870 respectively, this brought new populous and industrialised powers to the international table, and upset the delicate balance of power that had maintained peace in Europe and lead to a polarisation of the globe (similar to that of the cold war). The formation of the European powers, alongside their vast colonial empires, into two static alliance blocks at the dawn of the twentieth century made mediation and diplomatic solutions much more difficult and therefore war more likely. The polarisation of the globe was perpetuated by the Cold War, with nations falling in line behind either the USA or the USSR. Although the theory of mutually assured destruction prevented any direct confrontation between the superpowers, it did promote proxy wars, such as Vietnam, Korea, and Afghanistan, resulting in further killing. The problems associated with international rivalries were exacerbated by the failure of supranational organisations, such as the UN, and its forerunner the League of Nations to intervene.  A prime example of this is the United Nations failure in Srebrenica in Bosnia, allowing thousands of Bosnians to be carted away from a UN “Safe Zone”, without firing a single shot, to be murdered by the Serbian army. Alternatively we could look at the Rwandan Genocide were the 2,500 peacekeepers were withdrawn almost immediately, leaving 800,000 Rwandans to die. Naturally, the failure of the guarantor of peace to act allowed mass atrocities to occur and emboldened bellicose nations to pursue their ends through war.
A Further reason for the mass violence in the 20th century was the arrival of “revolutionary states”. Revolutions and uprising rarely create stable governments, as epitomised by revolutionary France and the reign of terror, and instead created instability, secession, and civil war in Germany and Russia. The Civil war caused by the Russian revolution holds a Guinness World Record for being the deadliest civil war in history, with nearly 12 million dying in the fighting. In Germany, the establishment of the unstable Weimar Republic, saw attempted uprisings by the communist Spartacists, and Putsch’s by the nationalist Freikorps. This created such an atmosphere of instability and discord that was exploited by Adolf Hitler in his mad quest to establish totalitarian rule in Germany and commit the genocides of many ethnic groups. Civil war was not restricted to Russia and Germany, it spread to Spain in starting with a right wing coup in 1936 and lasting until 1939 when the final republican troops surrendered. The ensuing fighting killed up to 300,000 people. Topping this off was the 1901 boxer rebellion in China, where peasants in the North of Qing China rose up in revolt at Western dominance of their country, forcing the Qing government to declare war on every western nation it had diplomatic relations with. The fighting between the “boxers” and the multinational coalition killed another 100,000.
Also, there was a great demographic shift throughout the 20th century, with population growing at a nearly exponential rate, particularly throughout the industrial nations. Naturally, this meant that there were more people to conscript into armies, and more people to produce food and weapons for the aforementioned armies. The growth in army size lead to larger battles, therefore causing greater numbers of casualties. Furthermore, the rapid population growth lead to economic uncertainty and recession. This in turn made populations poorer and angrier, therefore they looked for someone to blame. The desire for a scapegoat was seized upon by populist politicians who used it to enflame ethnic tension by pointing the blame at a variety of “others”. Naturally this led to an increase in racially motivated violence, and genocide. A large contributing factor the economic troubles was the rise of globalisation. The connection of national markets meant that problems that would have once been regional, such as the Wall Street Crash, became international ones, such as the great depression. The great depression lead to the rise of Hitler, and other authoritarian populists, which in turn lead to the Second World War and the mass killings that accompanied it.
There were also great technological and tactical advances throughout the 20th century, with these contributing to violence by making people much more efficient at killing one another. A prime example of this is the rise of the mounted machine gun. The Machine Gun combined with the building of trenches made frontal assaults, the only real tactic at the time, a fruitless slaughter. Armies of men would leave their trench advance through No-man’s land and be cut to pieces by the enemies machine guns. As well as Machine guns, there was the advent of chemical warfare, with inventions like mustard gas, in 1917, used to burn and choke the enemy soldiers without your own having to leave the trench. Post-World War One, there was also a tactical shift towards the theory of total war. Total war theory states that civilians are a legitimate war target due to their use in industrial production for the enemy army. This theory lead to the mass aerial bombing of urban population centres, for example the firebombing of Dresden in 1945 killed up to 250,000, and it became every citizens duty in the besieged Berlin to take a Soviet with them. The shift from war being about clashing armies, to it being a clash of societies proved incredibly destructive, with events such as The Rape of Nanking becoming disturbingly common. Furthermore, the advent of the industrial revolution in the late 1800’s, made manufacturing and work less manpower intensive, freeing up population for larger standing armies, as well as generating the wealth to fund one.
Another, unfortunate, cause of violence in the 20th century was the rise of, often mentally unstable, absolute dictators. After the decline of Absolutist Monarchies after the first world war, many countries were thrust unprepared into democracy. This caused a great dislocation in many people living there between the new, often unstable, democracies who may or may not serve their interests. These people yearned for a single strong ruler who would restore “traditional Values” and bring the Fatherland/Motherland/Roman Empire etc back to its former glory. Whilst Authoritarianism is a much debated topic, the authoritarian dictators who took power in the 20th century were mostly delusional, psychotic, paranoid or all of the above. This would unfortunately have some shocking consequences. The rise of genocides. Genocides became disturbingly common in the 20th century as concepts of race became more entrenched and more radical, alongside the rise in absolute rulers. The most widely used example of this is the Holocaust, where around 6,000,000 Jews were massacred by Nazi Germany with horrific efficiency. The justification for this was that there was a “Jewish Conspiracy” to undermine Germany and that it was also responsible for the loss of the first world war. However, the Holocaust was not the only example, in 1915, the crumbling Ottoman empire judged all Armenians to be a threat to national security and carried out the “liquidation of the Christian elements”, resulting in the death of 150,000 ethnic Armenians, often after mutilation and torture. There were further genocides in Rwanda where over 800,000 ethnic Tutsi people were massacred by ethnic Hutu’s, and Bosnia where the invading Serbian army killed 100,000 Muslim Bosniaks in their attempt to create a greater Serbia. There is another common theme running through these genocides, that of race. Throughout the 20th century concepts of race became more divisive than ever and lead to great tensions between different peoples, such as the Arab Israeli Conflict, and mass genocide, such as those mentioned above. Another consequence of the rise of Dictators were extreme consequences if their plans went wrong. For example the failure of Chairman Mao’s “great leap forward”, an attempt to rapidly increase industrial and agricultural output, lead to the death of 48 million people from an easily preventable famine. A further example of this was the Holodomor in the Ukraine, where Josef Stalin’s collectivisation initiatives, caused a mass famine in the Ukraine, this may have been deliberate, that killed nearly 4 million people.

A further cause of violence throughout the 20th century was the rise of Nationalism. Although this began in the 19th century, nationalistic ideals peaked in the early 20th century with the rise of Hitler, Mussolini and Chiang Kai Shiek. Nationalism called for the uniting of particular ethnic groups into a nation, be that Teutonic peoples into Germany, Latins into Italy, or Chinese people into China.  Nationalism was viewed as a threat by many of the more federalised states, such as Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, and Spain (who had suffered the loss of much of their colonies to Nationalistic fervour). As it would mean the secession of areas such as Hungary, Catalonia, and areas of the middle East. This led to rebellions which were put down with extreme brutality. Unfortunately this process of uniting peoples would mean redrawing some borders, therefore meaning wars, both international with nations who rather enjoyed not having their national sovereignty violated, and civil mostly with another ideology that rose in the 20th century, communism. The rise of communism caused huge amounts of tension as it stood against everything the free-market, laissez-faire, economics of the rest of the world. The communist ideas of a state run economy was a huge threat to the rest of the world, who expended great sums of money and sent many people to combat it during the Russian civil war. It is also true that Communism lead to the cold war and all the proxy wars that it entailed. Furthermore, Communism also advocated for “spreading the revolution to other countries”, either through coups d’état, such as that carried out in Czechoslovakia, or invading for example Afghanistan. Naturally, having an ideology around that defines itself by being committed to destroying your own, made much of the capitalist world very uncomfortable, causing the cold war. Whilst the cold war never went “hot”, it did cause proxy wars, such as those in Vietnam, Korea, and Afghanistan, as well as great tension.
Another cause of violence was the collapse of the traditional empires. When the Ottoman Empire, and the Habsburg empire, collapsed they left behind huge numbers of hastily set up and squabbling nations who were fighting amongst themselves in the nature of the Diadochi after the fall of alexander the great, scrabbling to expand their territory and resources. More of these nations were thrown into the mix after the decolonization efforts in the late 40’s and 50’s. In an effort to save costs, the colonial nations normally just left the new countries to their fates, they rarely held elections and just walked away from the chaos with an attitude of, “not our problem”, refusing to step in to prevent violence. This had the all too predictable outcome of civil war, dictatorships, and violence that persists today. This is typified in the Nigerian Civil war in 1967. The British Colonial Government left, the military (mostly comprised of militias) seized power, and a civil war began six years later, due to the Junta’s repressive policies, between the different ethnic groups in the region, killing thousands. This was caused mostly by a lack of understanding on the part of the Europeans on the differing ethnicities in the region, and some poor demarcations causing clashes over ancestral claims and artificial borders splitting ethnic groups. The collapse of empire also gave rise to nationalistic and religious fervour in the states that arose from the ashes. The violent formation of these states helped to desensitise people to violence, as well as giving the people a deep distrust of the West, causing a rise in radical terrorism. Terrorism had shifted since the 19th century, when it usually consisted of politically motivated assassinations of leaders by small groups, to a much more radical, often religiously motivated, public attacks. The rise of plane hijackings and bombings targeted not just military personnel or leaders, but ordinary civilians, killing thousands at a time, and leading to violent retributions from the states affected, for example Bush’s “war on terror” post 9/11, and the invasions, insurgencies and drone strikes that followed, which claimed even more lives.

Finally, it is important to remember that the rise in Mass Media, throughout the 20th century, beginning with newspapers and ending in Television programs, help build the perception of ceaseless violence. This occurs due to every killing, massacre and war, being painstakingly documented, and often exaggerated, in order to sell papers.
In conclusion, There are a myriad of causes of violence in the 20th century. Ethnic and international tensions, combined with economic uncertainty, population growth, and technological advancements, to create many of the worst genocides in history. The rise in Nationalism and Communism caused autocratic despots to take power in many countries, who used the rapidly collapsing empires and weak international organisations to expand and introduced poor internal policies which caused mass famine killing millions more. 
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