Why was the 20th Century the most violent century in history?
Violence has ravaged the world for thousands of years, however over the past century we have seen a significant increase. To answer this question, I believe it is important to define violence in order to provide a standard to which we can hold the events of the 20th century. Violence is behaviour involving physical force intended to hurt, damage, or kill someone or something. I think the important word in this definition is ‘intended’ as this allows us to broaden our discussion to events such as The Cuban Missile Crisis and other such political manoeuvres. The rise of violence has been caused by four main factors, the exploitation of socio-economic circumstances to further political and religious agendas, ethnic tension and hatred, competing political ideologies and advancements in technology. These combined have resulted in the most violent century in history and drawn distinct lines through the society we find ourselves in today.   

The exploitation of socio-economic circumstances to further political and religious agendas has played a key role in contributing to the violence of the 20th Century. Throughout history a decline in conditions and living standards has resulted in major devastation such as The French Revolution where economic hardship led to the full-blown demise of the aristocracy. Such hardships often result in a desperate outcry for change which has caused entire countries to succumb to radical groups and adopt violent political regimes.  

The rise to power of the Bolsheviks is an example of how a radical group can exploit desperation in order to gain power. The 1905 revolution highlighted the fundamental issues within the Russian society with poor living conditions, limited sanitation and high mortality rates being just some of the problems. An economic downturn in the early 1900s led to a severe lack of jobs. These conditions were only worsened by the First World War with inflation polluting the economy and extreme food shortages, poverty and unemployment becoming common place. These issues became a breeding ground for radical ideologies. The Bolsheviks appealed to workers, soldiers and peasants with messages like, ‘Peace, Bread and Land’. The April Theses, inspired hope as communism was seen as a chance at equality. This gain in support was directly linked to a decline in the socio-economic climate and led to the instalment of a political regime which was responsible for extreme violence through such events as the Red Terror and the Great Purge, resulting in over 20 million deaths under the red flag of communism.  
A similar situation was seen in Germany after the events of The Wall Street Crash. With the government not willing to re-inflate the economy due to a fear of hyperinflation as a result of the events seen in 1923 under the Weimar Republic, a third of the workforce were left unemployed with major banks closing and over 50,000 businesses going bankrupt. Once again, these high levels of poverty led to an increase in support for radical parties like the Nazis and Communists. Using similar tactics to the Bolsheviks, Hitler targeted lower classes with anti-Semitic propaganda and provocative speeches. His clear, simple messages like ‘Arbeit und Brot’ appealed to the needs of the working class. By 1930 the Nazi’s had achieved 107 seats in the government compared to only 12 seats in 1928. A slight decline in support, indicated by a loss of 34 seats in 1932, due to an improvement in the economy demonstrates how the success of the Nazis in gaining power correlated heavily with the socio-economic climate of Germany. This exploitation aided a violent regime which carried out some of the most dreadful ethnic killing seen in human history as they victimised and persecuted an entire race. 

Advancements in technology pushed warfare into a modern era with the two World Wars acting as extremely important instruments for technological change throughout the 20th Century. With World One being sometimes referred to as ‘The Chemist’s War’ due to the immense importance of explosive weapons and poison gases, it was clear to see that advancements in technology were going to shape the violence and warfare of the 20th century. 
World War One demonstrated the new and terrifying arsenal of killing machines which contributed massively to an increase in violence and extremely high death toll. By this time machine guns could fire up to 500 rounds per minute and cut down infantry with tremendous affect. For example, in the Battle of the Somme the use of machine guns contributed to an Allied troop death toll of 620,000. Other advancements in technology such as the destructive power of artillery, which were filled with explosives such as dynamite and TNT, increased the hostility of the war as damage could be inflicted from a distance. The shrapnel from artillery fire could kill large groups of soldiers and the explosive power helped destroy trenches and gain territory. These improvements in military technology defined ‘The War to End All Wars’ as armies could employ new tactics contributing to a death toll of circa 40 million people.    
The Arms Race resulted in an acceleration of military technology that forever changed the political landscape of the 20th century. With both the USSR and the USA stuck in a stalemate of MAD (mutually assured destruction) the threat of nuclear destruction became a reality as the development in technology enabled violence on a scale never before seen. The bombing of both Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 was a demonstration of the destructive power which this technology held as 199,000 people were killed. These bombings catapulted both the USSR and the USA into a frenzied race for military dominance. Throughout the Cold War the threat of nuclear weapons played a major role, not only in The Korean War but most notably in the Cuban Missile Crisis. In 1962, the Soviet Union attempted to position nuclear missiles just 90km away from the American mainland in order to develop a first strike capability. This threatened millions of innocent lives and was a major act of violence which changed political relationships for the foreseeable future. This major advancement in technology enabled a new kind of violence with repercussions never before possible in previous centuries. 

Ethnic tension and hatred have created extreme violence throughout history as they draw divisions within society. Preconceived stereotypes and prejudice aggravate these, as they can lead to the victimisation and persecution of entire races, religions and groups. It is a key factor in the increase of violence in the 20th century. 
Persecution of the Jewish race has been a common theme throughout the 20th century in the majority of Western Civilisation. Most notably, were the persecution of Jews in Russia and the mass genocide of Jews under the Nazi regime in Germany. Anti-Semitism had existed in Germany before the rise of the Nazis as they were associated with communism and the November criminals. When Hitler came to power he fuelled ‘The Stab in the Back Myth’ and labelled the Jews Lebensunwertes (unworthy of life). Propaganda led by Goebbels aided these beliefs as posters and movies such as ‘The Eternal Jew’ villainised the entire Jewish race. The Nuremburg Laws enabled violence towards the Jews as they reduced them from their German citizen status. The first official act of violence towards the Jews was Kristallnacht when over 100 Jews were killed, and 191 synagogues were burnt down. This paved the way for the holocaust as the widespread hatred of Jews was established. Throughout the holocaust the Jews were mass murdered in death camps resulting in over 6 million Jewish deaths. These deaths were due to a preconceived opinion of an entire race as the Jews were seen as impurities in society and a flaw of Social Darwinism. 
During the Arab Israeli conflict, prejudice and stereotypes increased tensions between the Palestinians and the Jews. The use of violence and intimidation when moving into the region created a fear of Zionism and formed a permanent divide. The religious significance of Palestine to both the Jews and the Arabs made the situation more complex as the Arabs claimed the Israeli occupation violated the Holy Places. The divide was only worsened by the formation of the ‘Haganah’ and the ‘Jewish Agency’ with these organisations emphasizing the ever-growing divide. This hatred turned into violence as hundreds of Arabs and Jews were killed in violent clashes such as a fight in Jaffa in 1921 resulting in 146 deaths. The differences between the Israelis and the Arabs were too significant to overcome, with their religious and political agendas creating a stigma of one another which fuelled violence. In the following Arab-Israeli war almost 100,000 lives were lost, and these differences and mutual hatreds were severely antagonised. 

Competing political ideologies have dominated the 20th century with the Cold War spanning from 1947 to 1991. Differing political beliefs have been a large factor in the heightened levels of violence in the 20th century as different ideologies sought to gain dominance. Violence has been used by these ideologies to establish their political regime and maintain control. 
Although the Cold War never resulted in a face off between the two opposing superpowers, a number of proxy wars related to the Cold War took place around the globe. A major war between the two ideologies took place in Korea. The fighting that took place was in order to establish one united ideology throughout Korea. The war in Korea saw the first physical embodiment of both the policy of containment and rollback. These policies sought to either contain or reduce the amount of land held under the communist ideology. The involvement of US troops acting under the UN and the involvement of both the USSR and China in the war demonstrated how the fighting in Korea was truly a physical embodiment of the tensions between the two ideologies. The Korean war was extremely bloody, with the heavy use of bombing by the US over 2 million civilians died. 54,000 American soldiers and 500,000 Chinese soldiers lost their lives in the war with the overall casualties being predicted at almost 5 million. The Korean War also had consequences across Western Europe, as the USA used Marshall Aid in order to increase defence spending. In essence, the Korean War had resulted in the re-armament of Western Europe against the communist ideology. 
Throughout the Nazi Regime, communists were persecuted for their political beliefs as they were seen as antithetical because they prioritized class over nation and race. The emergency decrees issued in 1933 known as ‘The Law for the Protection of People and State’ allowed the police to arrest any suspected communists. Those arrested were held in the first concentration camp, Dachau, for ‘re-education’. Another example of the Nazi’s hostility to the communist ideology was in their invasion of the USSR; Hitler saw communism as his main ideological threat therefore put in place ‘Operation Barbarossa’ in order to subdue this threat. Operation Barbarossa resulted in an extremely high death toll with both soldiers and civilians being targeted. Finally, the ‘Commissar Order’ demonstrated the full extent of the Nazis fears of communism, it instructed ~German soldiers to ‘shoot on principle’ all Soviet Commissars in order to try and contain the ideological threat. This conflict and fear of differing political ideologies resulted in millions of deaths and played a significant role in the increase of violence in the 20th Century. 
In conclusion, I believe the most significant factor for the extreme violence seen in the 20th century was the advancement in technology, as it enabled killing on a mass scale. The other factors contributed heavily to the violence however declining socio-economic climates, opposed ideologies and ethnic hatred have existed through almost all of history while the accelerated advancement of technology was unique to the 20th Century. The technology that was developed had the capacity to kill millions and through its secondary effects on agriculture, possibly billions. Over the past century and all of history, violence has been a political tool used to provoke social and political change, as Mao Zedong stated, political power ‘grows out of the barrel of a gun’. Although devastating, it is hard to deny the effectiveness of violence in achieving such political goals as territory, safety and power. Looking back at the past century, humanity has performed huge atrocities which have forever affected the world we find ourselves in today. As stated by Andrew Marr, ‘History is either a moral argument with lessons for the here-and-now or it is merely an accumulation of pointless facts’. The 20th century has provided many lessons from which humanity must learn going forward, as declared by Winston Churchill, ‘the story of the human race is war’ however let’s not make it our future.   
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