AGE OF PROGRESS
Was the twentieth century an era of
progress?
Viewpoint: Yes. The twentieth century was a period of immense social and
technological strides that enriched humanity.
Viewpoint: No. The twentieth century was an era of immense destruction
and dysfunction that harmed humanity far more than helped it.
The twentieth century was characterized by many ambiguities. Does its
final balance sheet represent progress for humanity or decline? Many clear
signs point to the progress that the first essay highlights. Advances in medicine, technology, agriculture, transportation, and communication all made the
world a better and safer place to live than in any previous century. The political, military, and diplomatic efforts that led to the destruction of Nazi Germany
and the Soviet Union, the two most virulent threats to peace and liberty,
established liberal democracy and free-market economics as the bases of
modern society. Regardless of the challenges, humanity accomplished much
between 1900 and 2000. The second essay looks at the century in terms of
its unprecedented destruction, great threats to peace and liberty, and humanity's development of the capacity to destroy itself. These factors can hardly
recommend the twentieth century as an era of progress.

Viewpoint:
Yes. The twentieth century
was a period of immense
social and technological
strides that enriched
humanity.
From the vantage point of the
early twenty-first century, one may
see the twentieth century as a particularly troubling time in human history.
The
twentieth
century
produced two devastating world
wars, nuclear weapons, ballistic missiles, long-range jets, other weapons
that promised greater destruction in
any future conflicts and the apparent
democratization of destructive capacity as even terrorist groups threatened to obtain chemical, biological,
or nuclear weapons. While some of
the developments of the twentieth

century appear ominous, on balance
the century was one of remarkable
progress: two particularly noxious
and virulent forms of totalitarianism
were eliminated; democracy made
the transition from being the exception to the norm in Europe and
spread elsewhere in the world; and
technological advances led to significant improvements in medicine and
the general quality of life.
Perhaps the most distinctive
developments in international politics concerned the rise and fall of
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.
While these nations and their ideologies were both products of the twentieth century, they were both
defeated in that century. The crimes
of the Nazis obviously figure prominently in any cataloguing of human
depravity. The killing of six million
Jews in the Holocaust was just the
start of Adolf Hitler's villainy. Slavs,
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Gypsies, and others were also killed in large numbers. Through the combined efforts of democratic nations like the United States and Great
Britain in combination with the Soviet Union,
Nazi villainy was brought to an end. The fate o
the Nazi leaders and their former subjects also
was revealing. Rather than being subjected to
whatever punishment the victorious powers
decided to impose, the Nazi leaders were tried at
Nuremberg in proceedings based on rule of law
rather than the whim of the victors. The people
of East Germany were subjected to further totalitarianism under Soviet direction before the collapse of East European communism in 1989, but
the American, British, and French zones developed democratic habits and practices in the form
of the German Federal Republic. Breaking from
traditions of autocracy and totalitarianism in the
German past, Konrad Adenauer served as chancellor of West Germany in its formative years and
led his nation into an era of democracy and
renewed contribution to civilization.
Germans in the eastern portion of that
country were forced to wait until 1990 for reunification into one Germany, but their triumph
was part of another major step forward: Germany was reunified as part of the triumph of the
Western democracies over Soviet-style communism in the Cold War. It was not, as is sometimes posited, a victory for the United States
over Russia; rather the Cold War was a victory
for the democratic nations of Western Europe,
Canada, and the United States over the Soviet
leadership and Soviet-supported dictators elsewhere in Eastern Europe. The importance of this
victory cannot be overstated: while the Nazis'
popularity was limited by their own ideology as
champions of Aryan racial superiority, Soviet
communism was an ideology that had considerable appeal to peoples looking to emerge from
European colonial domination. The Russians
had a long history of expansion and subjugating
different peoples under their imperial domination, but this expansion had occurred in contiguous territory. The communist leaders of the
Soviet Union plausibly could argue that they
had triumphed both over Russian imperialism
and Nazi totalitarianism and that their ideology
promoted economic development in a framework of justice and equality. Given concerns
about capitalism in the wake of the Great
Depression and worries among Western political
leaders that the depression would return once
the Western economies no longer benefited
from the stimulus of wartime demand, the apparent success of Soviet efforts at industrialization
further contributed to their appeal.
Despite the ability of the Soviets to posture
as champions of economic progress in a framework of peace, justice, and equality, the capitalist
2

democracies ultimately prevailed. The leaders of
the United States or other Western nations were
not always wise and beneficent in their policies,
nor were the costs of victory as low as they might
have been. However, in defeating Soviet-style
communism, the Western leaders triumphed
over a seductive ideology whose proponents as
late as the mid 1980s appeared likely to remain
in power in Russia and many other places far
into the foreseeable future. When Ronald
Reagan visited the British Parliament in the early
1980s and proclaimed that the last pages of
Marxist history were being written as he spoke,
many took this statement as evidence of the
American president's simplemindedness. Less
than a decade later, however, the Russian and
East European component of Marxism-Leninism
was in fact on the scrap heap.
Despite the expectations of many that the
Soviets would endure into the foreseeable future,
that their problems were no more profound than
those gripping capitalism in the 1970s, and that
the Cold War looked much like a stalemate that
was draining to both sides, the capitalist democracies emerged victorious when Mikhail Gorbachev's attempts at greater openness lay bare
the magnitude of the system's failures. Gorbachev's unwillingness to deal with rebellion in
his East European neighbors the way his predecessors had dealt with prior outbreaks in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968—and
the way he had started to deal with rebellions in
Latvia, Lithuania, and other parts of the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.) in 19891991—permitted the final collapse of the system
Gorbachev himself continued to believe in.
The development of nuclear weaponry continues to threaten the safety of humanity, but the
caution this induced among the Americans and
Soviets did restrain the superpowers during
potentially dangerous crises after 1945. At the
close of World War II, the likelihood of another
general European war could not be discounted.
Josef Stalin himself expected another RussoGerman conflict in another twenty-five years,
and many in Western Europe were fearful both
of the Soviets and of a possibly revanchist Germany. The threat posed by nuclear weapons,
combined with the development of a sustainable
approach to dealing with Germany and maintaining a status quo in Europe, prevented another
general European war. That another general war
did not break out in Europe may be of little consolation to the inhabitants of Latin American,
African, and Asian areas that were visited by
"limited" or "low-intensity" warfare during the
Cold War, but such conflicts in earlier times
might have escalated into general wars involving
many powers. In an era of nuclear weapons and
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superpower rivalry, however, these conflicts did
not become apocalyptic.
Not only did the United States and the
Soviet Union avoid the miscalculations or escalations that could have rendered much of the earth
uninhabitable, but they also gradually found
ways to impose greater control over the nuclear
arms race. The Strategic Arms Limitations Treaties (SALT) set ceilings for weapons development in 1972 and 1979. More importantly, the
Intermediate-Ranged Nuclear Forces (INF)
Treaty of 1987 eliminated an entire class of
nuclear weapons, exceeding even the aims of the
Nuclear Freeze Movement popular in the Western democracies in the early 1980s, which
sought to prevent further deployment of nuclear
weapons.
Containment of the superpower rivalry and
the defeat of Nazi and Soviet totalitarianism
were not the only noteworthy features of European politics during the twentieth century. By
the year 2000, democracy was far more prevalent
in European politics than it had been in 1900.
The great European empires—Russian, German,
Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman—all collapsed
during the twentieth century. This development
facilitated the emergence of democratic nationstates in central and eastern Europe. Just as the
one-time imperial subjects of Europe were permitted to establish their own nations in the
twentieth century, the great overseas empires
controlled from Europe almost completely dis-

appeared between 1945 and 1962. Peoples once
subject to European imperial rule won their
independence in these years. Admittedly, few of
these nations became storybook examples of
peaceful transition to enlightened leadership ratified by regular and free elections. Yet, as the Chinese proverb says, "the journey of a thousand
miles begins with a single step," and the twentieth century saw first steps taken that were essential prerequisites for further improvement.
The loss of imperial holdings simultaneously weakened and strengthened European
powers. While nations like Belgium and the
Netherlands saw their power diminished with
the loss of their overseas empires, they nonetheless became more-credible advocates for political
democracy and more capable of playing a
humanitarian role in international affairs. In fact,
the use of troops by the United Nations (UN) to
try to keep peace in volatile regions was another
praiseworthy development of the twentieth century. Learning from the failures of the League of
Nations, planners of the UN took steps to
ensure that even at the height of Cold War hostility, UN peacekeepers were playing roles in various contested areas around the globe.
In keeping with the benefits of political
developments in the twentieth century were the
rejections during the century of long-standing
bias on the basis of race or ethnicity. The American system of racial segregation as a matter of law
began to unravel during the 1950s. The indige-
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The Bradenburg Gate, at
the dividing line between
East and West Berlin,
behind barbed wire,
November 1961
(Bettmann/CORBIS)
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OPTIMISM IS IN ORDER
On 8 June 1982 U.S, president Ronald Reagan spoke
before the British House of Commons:

We're approaching the end of a bloody
century plagued by a terrible political invention—totalitarianism. Optimism comes less
easily today, not because democracy is less
vigorous, but because democracy's enemies
have refined their instruments of repression.
Yet optimism is in order because day by day
democracy is proving itself to be a not at all
fragile flower. From Stettin on the Baltic to
Varna on the Black Sea, the regimes planted
by totalitarianism have had more than thirty
years to establish their legitimacy. But
none—not one regime—has yet been able to
risk free elections. Regimes planted by bayonets do not take root.

Sir Winston Churchill refused to accept the
inevitability of war or even that it was imminent.
He said, "I do not believe that Soviet Russia
desires war. What they desire is the fruits of war
and the indefinite expansion of their power and
doctrines. But what we have to consider here
today while time remains is the permanent prevention of war and the establishment of conditions of freedom and democracy as rapidly as
possible in all countries."

The strength of the Solidarity movement
in Poland demonstrates the truth told in an
underground joke in the Soviet Union. It is
that the Soviet Union would remain a oneparty nation even if an opposition party were
permitted because everyone would join the
opposition party....

In an ironic sense Karl Marx was right.
We are witnessing today a great revolutionary crisis, a crisis where the demands of the
economic order are conflicting directly with
those of the political order. But the crisis is
happening not in the free, non-Marxist West
but in the home of Marxism-Leninism, the
Soviet Union, it is the Soviet Union that runs
against the tide of history by denying human
freedom and human dignity to its citizens. It
also is in deep economic difficulty. The rate of
growth in the national product has been
steadily declining since the fifties and is less
than half of what it was then.

Historians looking back at our time will
note the consistent restraint and peaceful
intentions of the West. They will note that it
was the democracies who refused to use the
threat of their nuclear monopoly in the forties
and early fifties for territorial or imperial gain.
Had that nuclear monopoly been in the hands
of the Communist world, the map of
Europe—indeed, the world—would look very
different today. And certainly they will note it
was not the democracies that invaded
Afghanistan or suppressed Polish Solidarity
or used chemical and toxin warfare in
Afghanistan and Southeast Asia.
If history teaches anything, it teaches
self-delusion in the face of unpleasant facts is
folly. We see around us today the marks of
our terrible dilemma—predictions of doomsday, antinuclear demonstrations, an arms
race in which the West must, for its own protection, be an unwilling participant. At the
same time we see totalitarian forces in the
world who seek subversion and conflict
around the globe to further their barbarous
assault on the human spirit. What, then, is
our course? Must civilization perish in a hail
of fiery atoms? Must freedom wither in a
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quiet, deadening accommodation with totalitarian evil?

Well, this is precisely our mission today:
to preserve freedom as well as peace. It may
not be easy to see; but I believe we live now
at a turning point.

The dimensions of this failure are
astounding: a country which employs onefifth of its population in agriculture is unable
to feed its own people. Were it not for the private sector, the tiny private sector tolerated in
Soviet agriculture, the country might be on
the brink of famine. These private plots
occupy a bare 3 percent of the arable land
but account for nearly one-quarter of Soviet
farm output and nearly one-third of meat
products and vegetables. Overcentralized,
with little or no incentives, year after year the
Soviet system pours its best resources into
the making of instruments of destruction. The
constant shrinkage of economic growth combined with the growth of military production is
putting a heavy strain on the Soviet people.
What we see here is a political structure that
no longer corresponds to its economic base,
a society where productive forces are hampered by political ones.
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The decay of the Soviet experiment
should come as no surprise to us. Wherever
the comparisons have been made between
free and closed societies—West Germany
and East Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia, Malaysia and Vietnam—it Is the democratic countries that are prosperous and
responsive to the needs of their people. And
one of the simple but overwhelming facts of
our time is this: of ail the millions of refugees
we've seen In the modern world, their flight is
always away from, not toward the Communist
world, Tdday on the NATO line, our military
forces face east to prevent a possible Invasion. On the other side of the line, the Soviet
forces also face east to prevent their people
from leaving.
The hard evidence of totalitarian rule
has caused in mankind an uprising of the
intellect and will Whether it is the growth of
the new schools of economics in America
or England or the appearance of the socalled new philosophers in France, there is
one unifying thread running through the
intellectual work of these groups—rejection
of the arbitrary power of the state, the
refusal to subordinate the rights of the Individual to the superstate, the realization that
collectivism stifles all the best human
impulses.. „ .
The objective I propose is quite simple to
state: to foster the infrastructure of democracy, the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universities, which allows a
people to choose their own way to develop
their own culture, to reconcile their own differences through peaceful means....
What I am describing now is a plan and a
hope for the long term—the march of freedom
and democracy which will leave MarxismLeninism on the ash heap of history as it has
left other tyrannies which stifle the freedom
and muzzle the self-expression of the people. And that*s why we must continue our
efforts to strengthen NATO even as we
move forward with our zero-option initiative

in the negotiations on intermediate-rang
forces and our proposal for a one-third
reduction in strategic ballistic missile warheads.
Our military strength is a prerequisite to
peace, but let it be clear we maintain this
strength in the hope it will never be used, for
the ultimate determinant in the struggle that's
now going on in the world will not be bombs
and rockets but a test of wills and ideas, a
trial of spiritual resolve, the values we hold,
the beliefs we cherish, the ideals to which we
are dedicated.
The British people know that, given
strong leadership, time, and a tittle bit of
hope, the forces of good ultimately rally
and triumph over evil. Here among you is
the cradle of self-government, the Mother
of Parliaments. Here is the enduring greatness of the British contribution to mankind,
the great civilized ideas: individual liberty,
representative government, and the rule of
law under God.
I've often wondered about the shyness
of some of us in the West about standing for
these ideals that have done so much to ease
the plight of man and the hardships of our
imperfect world. This reluctance to use those
vast resources at our command reminds me
of the elderly lady whose home was bombed
in the blitz. As the rescuers moved about,
they found a bottle of brandy she'd stored
behind the staircase, which was ail that was
left standing. And since she was barely conscious, one of the workers pulled the cork to
give her a taste of it. She came around immediately and said, "Here now—there now, put it
back. That's for emergencies."
Well, the emergency is upon us. Let us
be shy no longer. Let us go to our strength.
Let us offer hope. Let us tell the world that a
new age is not only possible but probable.
Source: Ronald Reagan, "Speech to th& House of
Commons/ 8 June 7982, From R&volutfon to
Reconstruction website <hftp://o&urM.rug.nV~usa/
f*/rr40/speeches/&mpire.htm>,
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nous peoples of former European colonies
gained rights that had been denied them in the
days of colonial rule. With the emergence of
independent nations in Africa and Asia, and in
particular with Cold War concerns motivating
leaders on both sides of the Iron Curtain, fashionable racism and ethnic discrimination fell out
of fashion. Not all racial and ethnic hostility disappeared, obviously, but among citizens of the
most powerful nations such was no longer
viewed as acceptable. Also, the leading democracies would act sometimes to attack racist policies,
as occurred peacefully when Britain used its
influence in Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe),
its former colony, to oversee the end of that
state's minority white rule in 1980, and when
international pressure led to the end of white
rule in South Africa in 1994. It could also occur
forcefully when, for example, the Serbs of the
former Yugoslavia attempted to impose "ethnic
cleansing" on Bosnia and Kosovo. In those cases
the UN and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) intervened to prevent further
atrocities. Particularly in the case of Kosovo in
1999, NATO members participated in an international effort that was not easily defended
under traditional conceptions of national interest or security. These efforts by a coalition of
Europeans and their American allies attempted
to prevent perpetuation of a moral outrage.
While the use of force to fight ethnic cleansing
did not become standard international practice,
any such use of force marked a major step forward from the practices of the early twentieth
century.
Politics, however, may not have been the
field in which the greatest advances were made.
Technological developments have improved
medicine, communications, and the general quality of life. In addition, advancements in technology promised to offer still greater gains in the
future. The development of penicillin during
World War II was a major advance for medicine
presaging the development of a range of antibiotic medications that have helped improve life
expectancy and the quality of life during those
years. Doctors developed vaccines against some
of the most problematic diseases, especially
polio. Medical procedures were developed to
provide noninvasive treatments for patients who
previously would have required invasive surgeries. Treatments have been developed to reduce
the death rates from various forms of cancer. The
treatment of human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV), which causes AIDS, has developed to the
point where infection with the virus no longer
involves the short-term death sentence that such
infection brought when the disease first came to
the attention of public-health officials in the
1980s.
6

Medicine alone is not the sole beneficiary of
technological progress. Great strides were made
during the twentieth century in telecommunications. At the start of the twentieth century, telegraph cables were particularly important and the
telephone was an invention that would grow in
popularity. By the end of the century, cellular
telephones, personal computers, the Internet,
and fax machines had revolutionized the way
people in advanced nations communicated for
work or leisure. Leisure pursuits were developed
further as radio gave way to television, which was
improved through the spread of cable television,
videocassette recorders, DVD players, and the
introduction of high definition television
(HDTV). Improvement in communications and
media that can serve entertainment or educational functions gives hope for future improvements, not just in advanced nations already able
to enjoy such technologies but elsewhere around
the globe. As communication becomes easier
and people are able to learn more about distant
parts of the world, they will have the opportunity to respond to issues that arise with the same
reformist impulses that helped spread democracy, end European empires, and alter relationships between different racial and ethnic groups.
Anyone looking at the world in the early
twenty-first century can see plenty of problems and
challenges threatening the peace and security of
most of the human population. Despite these problems and challenges, however, the political and
technological developments of the twentieth century have left the human race better equipped to
address those unresolved issues remaining before it.
-JOHN A. SOARES JR.,
CINCINNATI

Viewpoint:
No. The twentieth century was an
era of immense destruction and
dysfunction that harmed humanity
far more than helped it.
While odd to consider at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, the concept of progress,
the inevitable and highly desirable progress of
mankind, is a relatively new phenomenon. Its
origins are rooted in the European Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Starting with the philosophy of John
Locke, the notion that man was shaped by his
environment began to take root. Associated with
this concept was the conclusion that if the environment were altered, that is, if society were
reformed, the result would be an enlightened

HISTORY IN DISPUTE, VOLUME 17: TWENTIETH-CENTURY EUROPEAN SOCIAL AND POLITICAL MOVEMENTS, SECOND SERIES

and advanced man. True progress was the creation of this better world and a better man. In
Progress of the Human Mind (1793), philosopher
Antoine Condorcet concisely defines progress as
"the continuous reduction of inequalities
between people and nations; the destruction of
prejudice and ignorance; the growth of reason,
tolerance, humanity, freedom and happiness."
Over time, progress became the philosophical
ideal of the Enlightenment and an accepted fact
for our modern world.
The twentieth century began on a note of
optimism that nearly defies description. The
rapid industrialization of the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, the incredible increase in scientific knowledge already translated into technology that affected people's lives, the
improvements in legal rights, sanitation, medicine, and education, and finally, the relative
peace of the period all led people to believe that
they were on an unstoppable tide of prosperity.
Tyranny, barbarism, hunger, ignorance, disease
were on their way out. Even war would become
obsolete. That was what the twentieth century
was supposed to look like.
In retrospect we know that it fell far short
of the mark. The idealism of the fin de siecle,
having survived a myriad collection of wars,
insurrections, and rebellions in the early years of
the century, died a horrible death by the winter
of 1914. When the war in Europe began, it was
expected to last three months; the troops would
be home by Christmas.
World War I dramatically demonstrated
man's newly found technological prowess. More
people were killed in World War I than in the
previous thousand years of European warfare.
The poison gases used along the Western Front,
rail guns capable of shooting many miles, aerial
bombardment, machine guns, submarines, tanks,
barbed wire, and the endless days and nights of
artillery fire trapping men in trenches sometimes
mired in freezing mud, created a hell on earth
heretofore unimaginable. Added to the battlefield casualties were millions of civilians who
were also victims of the new total war; a conflict
that lasted four years, not three months, and consumed the complete resources of the nations
involved. In 1919 the weakened world was then
struck by one of the worst epidemics since the
plague: more people died of influenza than had
been killed by the war.
As the war ended and peace was being fought
for, new promises of progress were made. World
War I was called the "war to end all wars." In
1918 Woodrow Wilson made famous his Fourteen Points, which were the popularly accepted
basis for the peace. Democracy, self-determination, and a "general association of nations" were
to be the foundation of the new world. As one

British delegate explained, "We were preparing
not Peace only, but Eternal Peace." Unfortunately, even as the peace was hammered out, the
next war was being prepared. Fighting continued
along the borders of Italy and rapidly led to the
rise of a new type of leader, a new type of government, and a new ideology. Fascism and Mussolini
had arrived in Italy by 1922.
In Destin du siecle (1931) the French historian Jean-Richard Bloch described the modern
age. He said that "it was defined by its unlimitedness, its concept of power without religious or
moral counterweight." The decades of the 1920s
and 1930s saw increasing constitutional crises
and the failure of democracy and capitalism. The
concept of self-determination barely survived the
peace process, let alone the interwar period. The
League of Nations, this new "general association," was not even joined by its original sponsor, the United States, and proved repeatedly to
be a weak and ineffective tool for resolving conflict. By 1939 the world had entered its second
total war of the century. Mechanized armies devastated whole countries; populations were
herded and slaughtered with factory-like efficiency; and the whole struggle ended with an
atomic blast. It is impossible to determine how
many died, and at some level it becomes irrelevant. Whether the Nazi camps killed eighteen
million or twenty million, whether the Japanese
murdered ten million or twelve million in China,
or whether the Russians lost 18 percent or 20
percent of their population, it is all equally
incomprehensible. The human mind simply cannot grasp, nor really accept, losses this great.
Even harder to understand than the numbers
were the ways in which people were coldly exterminated, and human life ceased to have any value
or meaning.
Unlike the end of the "war to end all wars"
the peace process that concluded World War II
did not even suggest the possibility of eternal
peace; instead it set the stage for the next war.
Europe was rapidly divided in two, and the rest
of the world increasingly felt the pressure to
choose a side. Slowly, some tried to evolve a
third alternative, but it required an Olympic tal
ent to walk that beam without falling.
With the Soviet detonation of the atomic
bomb in 1949, we became a world hiding under
our desks, awaiting a war that many believed
really would be the last, leaving no one standing
to fight another day. Perhaps one of the first limits the twentieth century encountered was the
limit to fear itself; after a time life went on. People could not live perpetually terrified of nuclear
holocaust so they simply lived. Governments got
past their fear of total annihilation by using alternatives to total war. This approach gave rise t
the Korean War (officially a "police action") of
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the early 1950s; a variety of insurrections in the
Third World where the two superpowers
coached from the sidelines; and endless nonviolent competitions over chessboards, on hockey
rinks, and in space.
In 1989 the Berlin Wall was torn down, and
by 1991 the Cold War, such as we knew it, was
finally over. Suddenly we were a world with only
one superpower, as the Soviet Union, the "evil
empire," collapsed. In a fury of self-righteous vindication the United States with or without its
allies devoted itself to creating a "New World
Order" in its own image. Not everyone was as
firmly convinced that the collapse of the Soviet
Union meant that the American way of life was
the only viable path. One-fifth of the world's
population, in China, still lived under a functioning communist system, but that seemed to
escape the notice of most Americans. What was
brought home in a couple of fiery explosions in
September 2001 was that there was a new fearterrorism. Not even the superpower was immune
to this threat.
As for the world at large, the First Persian
Gulf War, begun in 1990, continued with sanc
tions and regular bombing raids against Iraq
that lasted into the next century. Yugoslavia disintegrated into a tangled mess that no one could
unravel, and fewer cared to try. In 1999, as t
century ended, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO, the organization created to
defend Europe against the now defunct Eastern
bloc), spearheaded by the United States,
bypassed the United Nations (UN) and
launched a "humanitarian bombing" campaign
against Yugoslavia to stop a "holocaust" of a few
thousand people in Kosovo. This one move
potentially destroyed one of the most concrete
examples of our progress. The UN and the concurrent system of international law that had been
so carefully constructed after World War II were
undermined by those strong enough to act unilaterally. World War I ended the Concert of
Europe as a stable international order. The
bombing of Yugoslavia by NATO demonstrated
clearly that the twentieth century was ending
with no international order other than that
endowed by power of might. Meanwhile, in
Africa a true holocaust was under way in
Rwanda, where hundreds of thousands perished
in a matter of weeks in a civil war between Hutu
and Tutsi, while the world was concerned by
unsettling economic conditions and bleak forecasts. Sadly the century ended much as it began
with conflicts too numerous to count.
Nineteenth-century hopes of an end to war
and the early-twentieth-century hope for an institution of peace seemed more ephemeral in 2000 than
they had in 1900. As for the twentieth-centur
record on barbarism and tyranny: even photo8

graphs fail to convey the true horror. Millions
died in the name of progress, of creating a new
man or a new and improved society. Under the
Ottoman Turks in 1915 the "first modern
attempt to eliminate an entire population was
made," resulting in the deaths of 1.5 million
Armenians. In the 1920s the Bolsheviks established the dictatorship of the proletariat to usher
in a communist society, and millions perished.
In the 1930s a new Japan was being created; Chinese and Koreans proved to be inconvenient and
died in the millions. The Nazi policies of the
1940s removed a variety of "undesirables" from
the face of the earth: Poles, Russians, Serbs,
Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and communists,
none of whom had a place in the new world
order. In taking the "Great Leap Forward" the
Chinese found that it was necessary to sacrifice
millions of their own people during the 1950s.
In the 1970s Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge
achieved distinction by eliminating 2 million
Cambodians, almost one-third of the country's
population. Perhaps one of the most bizarre
examples of barbarism came out during the 1986
trial of Jean-Bedel Bokassa, president/emperor
of the Central African Republic/Empire, convicted of the mass murder and cannibalism of
schoolchildren. This twentieth-century man who
had been educated by missionaries and served
with distinction in the French army during
World War II, overthrew the elected president of
the Central African Republic in 1964, promise
the abolition of the bourgeoisie in 1965, and
crowned himself emperor in 1977. Not wantin
to miss any of the trends of his day, he briefly
converted to Islam following a meeting with
Muamar Quaddafi. Released after serving six
years in prison, he died in his villa in 1996, leav
ing behind his 17 wives and 55 children. In the
1990s, forty years after Josef Stalin's death, official confirmation finally became available for the
suffering and deaths of tens of millions under his
totalitarian dictatorship. Even in the twentieth
century he stands alone.
Among the victims of this century were
those who survived, though their homes did
not—to many the twentieth century was aptly
named the century of the refugee. By the 1990s
we had long since grown accustomed to seeing
the fleeing columns of people with their earthly
possessions overloaded upon trucks, cars, tractors, cattle, or their own backs. Some found new
homes; many gave birth to the next generation in
refugee camps. Some camps, like those in Palestine or across the border from Tibet, have existed
for half a century. A certain portion of the
world's population became marginalized.
This observation can also be made for a surprisingly large geographic segment of the globe,
encompassing more than one-half the world's
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population. While there is no denying that in
certain countries material well-being improved, it
was mostly in the nations that were among the
wealthy in the 1800s. The gap between the First
World and the Third World continued in every
respect, for with poverty came disease, malnutrition, famine, war, and ignorance. The horrific
epidemic of AIDS in Africa and the world's
inability to stem the tide is a case in point.
Even for the wealthy elite of the West the
end of the century has brought a host of problems. The gap between rich and poor appears to
be increasing yet again, and many nations are
reevaluating social programs that have extended
beyond their ability to maintain. The common
measure of economic health, "gross domestic
product," has itself come into question as a useful barometer of prosperity. Does the speed of
growth truly matter if it is accompanied by pollution, the destruction of natural resources, congestion, the breakup of the community, longer
working hours, less family time, and the abandonment of the old, ill, and infirm? The collaps
of the Soviet Union seemed to support the conclusion that its communist system was bankrupt.
Yet, the last decade has shown that capitalism in
its myriad incarnations does not hold all the
solutions to the world's economic woes. In the
end both systems support an elitist world with
few haves and many have-nots.
For that part of the world that has reached a
point beyond subsistence, the most immediate
measure of progress is technological innovation
and the speed of that innovation. The computer
purchased two years ago is obsolete, and by next
year the VCR will have to go—we must be moving forward. On the Internet we read that a new
treatment plan was developed to help AIDS
patients with lymphatic cancer—we do not ask
how many have access to this care. On television
a new game is advertised, and it must be progress
that our children have one more reason to sit in
front of a small screen, alone, blowing up fictitious folk. From an early age their toys come
with loud and fast sounds and flashing lights—
we are told this too is progress; it helps their
development. It doesn't matter that they do not
have the attention span necessary to read a magazine, let alone a book. Our industries are booming; our population is expanding; this is
progress—the destruction of our environment
seems to matter to too few.
There is no question that discoveries in
medicine have saved countless lives, that new
techniques in agriculture have made it possible to
feed millions more, that we have established a
global information network, that we have made
the world a smaller place with our trains, planes,
and automobiles, and that we have walked on the
moon. Yet, we are still just as ready to use ou

technology for ill as for good. With the expansion of our understanding of infectious disease
came cures and biological weapons. We still suffer from prejudice and ignorance. It is hard to
believe that we have entered the twenty-first century with the looming specter of war between
Islam and the lands of Christendom, as if we
have returned to the Middle Ages. And, like that
largely preliterate society, we know little about
them and they, little about us. While the information superhighway hums with millions of
messages daily, the urban myth thrives—the
replacement of the old stories of witches, the
fountain of youth, and alchemists' gold. Our
new technological world defends us from the
environment but cannot save the environment
from us. We are slowly becoming aware of this
dilemma but are not yet sure how much we care.
Our modern gadgets give us the illusion of ease
and self-sufficiency; we need no longer depend
on anyone—consequently we find ourselves
increasingly alone. We have become a society
obsessed with mental health, where drugs such
as Prozac and Ritalin are dispensed with abandon, and everyone should have a therapist, for
we, in the non-war-torn, economically prosperous, politically stable, technologically advanced
world suffer from "stress." In terms of scope,
humanity's most monumental twentieth-century
discovery is that it has the ability to destroy
itself. We may even possess a variety of options
on how: nuclear Armageddon, environmental
catastrophe, or biological and chemical warfare.
Perhaps that is why we are so "stressed."
-JULIJANA BUDJEVAC,
WASHINGTON, D.C.
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