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WORLD WAR 11, we have been told all our lives, was
our greatest triumph, the moment when the forces of
light, the Western democracies, prevailed over the forces
of darkness, the Nazis and the other Axis powers, in a
conflict the latter started in 1939 and which ended with
their defeat six years later. In this extraordinarily bril-
liant and vivid book, Niall Ferguson challenges our en-
during assumptions about what was, without question,
the most titanic struggle the planet has ever seen. The
War of the World redefines the Second World War as
the central act of an epic fifty-year struggle between rival
empires. Far from culminating in the triumph of the West,
this struggle was part of an inexorable shift in the global
balance of power toward the East. The central question
Ferguson poses and answers is why that shift had to be
so appallingly violent.

What made the twentieth century—an age of un-
precedented material and scientific advance—also the most
violent in all history? What went wrong with modernity?
The stock explanations, Niall Ferguson demonstrates,
are inadequate, whether they blame military technology,
extreme ideology or dictatorial demagogy. For none of
these can tell us why violence was so heavily concentrated
in certain places—Central and Eastern Europe, Manchu-
ria and Korea—and at certain times, above all the 1940s.
The key, he argues, was the lethal coincidence of three
forces: economic volatility, ethnic disintegration, and the
end of empires.

The world of 1900 was in many ways as globalized
as our own. Markets for goods, labor and capital were inte-
grated as never before. Men and women had never mingled
so freely as they did in cities like London, Berlin and Shang-
hai. Yet it was precisely such cities that were devastated in
what Niall Ferguson calls the War of the World—a war
waged against innocent civilians not by some ruthless
alien invader, as H. G. Wells had imagined, but by their
fellow human beings.

An epic historical narrative that takes the reader
from the fields of Flanders to the plains of Poland, from
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the walls of Nanjing to the beaches of Normandy,
The War of the World is Niall Ferguson's masterpicce.
Le brings to life an age in which the irregularities of
bowin and bust tore apart multicultural communiries;
an age poisoned by the hateful idea of irreconcilable
racial differences; above all, an age of imperial endgames
in which the agonizing death throes of old empires co-
incided with the rapid rise and fall of new and ruthless
cmpire-states.

Only by adopting the indiscriminately violent meth-
ods of total war could the Western powers defear these
enemies. Yet military victory could not arrest that descent
of the West which, Ferguson argues, was the true arc of the
twentieth century.

Drawing on a pioneering combination of history,
economics and the cutting-edge interdisciplinary study of
human violence, The War of the World is a revolutionary
reinterpretation of the modern era.
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Where be these enemies? Capulet, Montague,

See what a scourge is laid upon your hate,

That beaven finds means to kill your joys with love.
Romeo and Juliet, V .iii

What is that sound high in the air
Murmur of maternal lamentation
Who are those hooded hordes swarming
Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth
Ringed by the flat horizon only
What is the city over the mountains
Cracks and reforms and bursts in the violet air
Falling towers
Jerusalem Athens Alexandria
Vienna London
Unreal
The Waste Land, V






')

“vi AW

6
7
8
9

Contents

List of Illustrations xiii

List of Maps xvi

Introduction XXXiil
PART I

The Great Train Crash

Empires and Races 3
Orient Express 43
Fault Lines 72
The Contagion of War 109
Graves of Nations 14T
PART 11
Empire-States
The Plan 189
Strange Folk 221
An Incidental Empire 277
Defending the Indefensible 312

10 The Pity of Peace 345

xi



IT1
I2
13
14

15
16

CONTENTS

PART III

Killing Space

Blitzkrieg

Through the Looking Glass
Killers and Collaborators
The Gates of Hell

PART IV

A Tainted Triumph

The Osmosis of War
Kaputt

Epilogue: The Descent of
the West

Appendix: The War of the
World in Historical
Perspective

Endnotes

Sources and Bibliography

Acknowledgements

Index

Xil

385
416
439
466

505
553

596

647
655
717
765
769



List of Illustrations

Section 1: 1900-1928

I

2.
3.

wvi b

10.
I1.
12.
13.

14.

IS.

. ‘Racial Map of Europe’ (1923).

‘The Yellow Peril’: drawing of 1895 by Hermann Knackfuss.

European soldiers captured at the Battle of Yang-Cun are brought

before the Boxer generals.

. ‘Bon appetit!’: German cartoon of March 1904.

. Pogrom victims and survivors, Odessa 1905.

. The Archduke Francis Ferdinand meets Bosnian dignitaries in
Sarajevo, June 28, 1914.

. Gavrilo Princip and the other members of ‘Young Bosnia’ in court
in Sarajevo.

. Two soldiers from France’s West African colonies during the First
World War.

. Scottish prisoners of war, First World War,

Russian cartoon of the peace negotiations at Brest-Litovsk,

1917-18.

An anti-Semitic caricature of Trotsky from the Russian Civil War

era.

The waterfront at Danzig (Gdansk).

The bodies of Armenian children, Turkey 1915.

Rudolf Schlichter, Armenian Horrors, watercolour on paper

c. 1920.

Greek refugees throng the docks at Smyrna, fleeing from Turkish

troops, September 1922.

xiii



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Section 2: 1929—1942

16.

17.
18.

19.
20.
21.
22.

23.

24.
25.

26.

27.
28.

29.

30.
31.

32,
33.

Georg Grosz’s Grosstadt (1917).

Poverty in the American Depression.

‘Look, you boob . .. !": George Bernard Shaw on the superiority
of Soviet Communism.

Soviet industrialization poster.

Ukrainian collectivization poster.

Georgian poster on self-determination.

Gulag prisoners.

Jacob Abter, one of the members of the Leningrad Society for the
Deaf and Dumb executed during the Great Terror.

An ethnic German family takes a break from harvest toil.
Illustration from a children’s book published by the Stiirmer Ver-
lag in 1935.

Victor Klemperer.

Isaiah Berlin’s diplomatic pass, issued on September 15, 1945.
Hershel and Rivka Elenberg.

Henryka Lappo before deportation from eastern Poland to the
Soviet Union.

A Nazi wartime poster blaming atrocities on ‘Jewish-Bolshevism’.
Five Jewish women and girls about to be shot outside Liebau, in
Latvia, in December 1941.

Victims of the Rape of Nanking.

A man tends children wounded in a Japanese raid on Shanghai
railway station, 1937.

Section 3: 1943-1953

34

36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.

and 35. Marja and Czeslawa Krajewski, murdered in medical
experiments at Auschwitz in 1943.

The Axis powers as aliens: American wartime poster.

Tatars in the Red Army.

A German soldier in the wake of the Battle of Kursk in July 1943.
Nazi poster for Dutch consumption.

The destruction of Dresden in February 1945.

The Seattle Post-Intelligencer’s caricature ‘Mr Moto’.

Phoenix war worker Natalie Nickerson with a Japanese soldier’s
skull.

Xiv



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

43. Two American tanks advance under Japanese fire during the Battle
for Okinawa, June 1945.

44. A Japanese naval lieutenant is persuaded to lay down his arms on
Okinawa.

45. A Soviet soldier tries to steal a Berlin woman’s bike.

46. Soldiers training in Guatemala to fight the Guerrilla Army of the
Poor.

47. Chinese children read from Chairman Mao’s ‘Little Red Book’.

48. Pol Pot greets Deng Xiaoping in Phnom Penh in 1978.

49. Milan Lukié in his home town of Visegrad in 1992.

Picture Acknowledgements

Picture 1; taken from Source Records of the Great War, Vol. VII
(1928)

Pictures 2—6, 10, 12, 14, 37, 48: AKG images, London

Pictures 7, 13, 15, 40, 43, 44, 46, 47: Hulton Archive/Getty Images

Picture 16: © DACS 2006 (supplied by Bridgeman Art Library)

Picture 21: The David King Collection

Pictures 2§, 30: Mary Evans Picture Library

Pictures 26, 38, 49: Empics

Picture 27: Reproduced with permission of Curtis Brown Group Ltd,
London, on behalf of the Isaiah Berlin Literary Trust. Copyright ©
Isaiah Berlin Literary Trust

Picture 28: Ty Rogers

Picture 29: Mrs H. Lappo

Picture 33: Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis

Pictures 34, 35: Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum and Memorial

Picture 42: Time Life Pictures/Getty Images

Picture 45: Ullstein Bild

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders, but this has

not been possible in all cases. If notified, the publishers will be pleased
to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.

XV



List of Maps

Map 1. The Jewish Pale of Settlement

Map 2. Austria-Hungary before the First World War

Map 3. The German diaspora in the 1920s

Map 4. Political boundaries after the Paris peace treaties,
c. 1924

Map 5. The Asian empires in autumn 1941

Map 6. Manchuria and Korea

Map 7. The Second World War in Asia and the Pacific,
1941-45

Map 8. The Nazi Empire at its maximum extent, autumn
1942

Map 9. The Pale of Settlement and the Holocaust

Map 10. Germany partitioned, 1945

Xvii
xviil
XX
xxii
XXI1v
XXV

xXxvi

xxviil
XXX
XXX1



MAP 1. Jewish Pale of Settlement 1 bedi 9 Konotop
2 Czestochowa 10 Pereyaslav
3 Sedlitz 11 Elizavetgrad
4 Bialystok 12 Ekaterinoslav
5 Brest-Litovsk 13 Bala
SWEDEN 6  Minsk 14 Ananayev
7 Mogilev 15 Kishinev
8 Gomel
St. Petersburg
Lake Pskov
Novgorod
g $
o Lake
§ Timen
O
v
1 7—6,3‘9
& * Moscow
= VILNA
GERMANY g @ Smolensk
e Tula
MOGILEV
1 8
® ®
U S S I A
CHERNIGOV Kurske Voronezh @
9@
10 ®Khackov
AUSTRIA - —— POLTAVA
HUNGARY 26
DO(
% 1@1 @12
& EKATERINOSLAV
“a}' 13
i @14 KHERSON
";, Nikolaievm 9 *
ROMANIA ‘:,15 A
N k4
=]
P
KUBAN
-
[ The Pale of Settlement
® Towns within the Pale which were
barred to Jews without specia
residence permits

* Towns outside the Pale with
significant numbers of Jewish
inhabitants.




MAP 2. The Austro-Hungarian Empirﬂ
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MAP 3. The German diaspora in the 1920s
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MAP 4. Political boundaries after the Paris peace treaties, c. 1924
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MAP 5. The Asian Empires in autumn 1941
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MAP 6. Manchuria and Korea
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MAP 7. The Second World War in Asia and the Pacific, 1941-45
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MAP 8. The Nazi Empire at its maximum extent, autumn 1942
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MAP 9. The Pale of Settlement and the Holocaust
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A note on transliteration and other
linguistic conventions

There are at least seven different systems for the transliteration of
Mandarin Chinese into Roman characters. Broadly speaking, the
English-speaking world switched from one system (Wade-Giles) to
another (Hanyu Pinyin) towards the end of the period covered by this
book, partly in response to its official adoption by the People’s Repub-
lic of China and the International Organization for Standardization.
Thus, to take perhaps the most obvious example, Peking became
Beijing.

On the advice of colleagues who specialize in Asian history, I have
adopted the Pinyin system, despite the obvious risk of anachronism.
The exceptions are those earlier Wade-Giles romanizations (notably
Yangtze, Chiang Kai-shek and Nanking) which have become too
familiar to readers of English for it to be anything but confusing to
replace them. Similar problems arise with the romanization of Russian
names. I have tried as far as possible to use the Anglo-American BGN/
PCGN system.

In this context, the significance of the name ‘Manchuria’ is worth
a brief comment. It was the contemporary Japanese and European
designation for China’s three north-eastern provinces, Liaoning, Jilin,
and Heilongjiang, and was intended to emphasize the region’s history
as the ancestral home of the last imperial dynasty, the Qing. It was
not an integral part of pre-Qing China, a point of some importance
to Russian and Japanese would-be colonizers.

Finally, Japanese names are rendered in the way usual in Japan,
with the given name second, as in ‘Ferguson Niall’.



Introduction

The houses caved in as they dissolved at its touch, and darted
out flames; the trees changed to fire with a roar ... So you
understand the roaring wave of fear that swept through the
greatest city in the world just as Monday was dawning — the
stream of flight rising swiftly to a torrent, lashing in a foaming
tumult round the railway stations ... Did they dream they

might exterminate us?
H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds

THE LETHAL CENTURY

Published on the eve of the twentieth century, H. G. Wells’s The War
of the Worlds (1898) is much more than just a seminal work of science
fiction. It is also a kind of Darwinian morality tale, and at the same
time a work of singular prescience. In the century after the publication
of his book, scenes like the ones Wells imagined became a reality in
cities all over the world — not just in London, where Wells set his tale,
but in Brest-Litovsk, Belgrade and Berlin; in Smyrna, Shanghai and
Seoul.

Invaders approach the outskirts of a city. The inhabitants are slow
to grasp their vulnerability. But the invaders possess lethal weapons:
armoured vehicles, flame throwers, poison gas, aircraft. They use
these indiscriminately and mercilessly against soldiers and civilians
alike. The city’s defences are overrun. As the invaders near the city,
panic reigns. People flee their homes in confusion; swarms of refugees
clog the roads and railways. The task of massacring them is made
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INTRODUCTION

easy. People are slaughtered like beasts. Finally, all that remains are
smouldering ruins and piles of desiccated corpses.

All of this destruction and death Wells imagined while pedalling
around peaceful Woking and Chertsey on his newly acquired bicycle.
Of course (and here was the stroke of genius), he cast Martians as
the perpetrators. When such scenes subsequently became a reality,
however, those responsible were not Martians but other human beings
- even if they often justified the slaughter by labelling their victims as
‘aliens’ or ‘subhumans’. It was not a war between worlds that the
twentieth century witnessed, but rather a war of the world.

The hundred years after 1900 were without question the bloodiest
century in modern history, far more violent in relative as well as
absolute terms than any previous era. Significantly larger percentages
of the world’s population were killed in the two world wars that
dominated the century than had been killed in any previous conflict
of comparable geopolitical magnitude (see Figure L.1). Although wars
between ‘great powers’ were more frequent in earlier centuries, the
world wars were unparalleled in their severity (battle deaths per year)
and concentration (battle deaths per nation-year). By any measure,
the Second World War was the greatest man-made catastrophe of all
time. And yet, for all the attention they have attracted from historians,
the world wars were only two of many twentieth-century conflicts.
Death tolls quite probably passed the million mark in more than a
dozen others.* Comparable fatalities were caused by the genocidal or
‘politicidal’ wars waged against civilian populations by the Young
Turk regime during the First World War, the Soviet regime from the
1920s until the 1950s and the National Socialist regime in Germany
between 1933 and 1945, to say nothing of the tyranny of Pol Pot in
Cambodia. There was not a single year before, between or after the

*The Mexican Revolutionary War (1910-20), the Russian civil war (1917-21), the
civil war in China (1926-37), the Korean War (1950-53), the intermittent civil wars
in Rwanda and Burundi (1963-95), the post-colonial wars in Indo-China (1960-75),
the Ethiopian civil war (1962-92), the Nigerian civil war (1966-70), the Bangladeshi
war of independence (1971), the civil war in Mozambique (1975-93), the war in
Afghanistan (1979—2001), the Iran—-Iraq War (1980-88) and the on-going civil wars
in Sudan (since 1983) and Congo (since 1998). Before 1900 only the rebellions of
nineteenth-century China, in particular the Taiping Rebellion, caused comparable
amounts of lethal violence: see Appendix.
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World War IT
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Figure I.1 Battlefield deaths as percentages of world population

world wars that did not see large-scale organized violence in one part
of the world or another.

Why? What made the twentieth century, and particularly the fifty
years from 1904 until 1953, so bloody? That this era was exception-
ally violent may seem paradoxical. After all, the hundred years after
1900 were a time of unparalleled progress. In real terms, it has been
estimated, average per capita global domestic product — an approxi-
mate measure of the average individual’s income, allowing for fluctu-
ations in the value of money — increased by little more than 5o per
cent between 1500 and 1870. Between 1870 and 1998, however, it
increased by a factor of more than six and a half. Expressed differently,
the compound annual growth rate was nearly thirteen times higher
between 1870 and 1998 than it was between 1500 and 1870. By the
end of the twentieth century, thanks to myriad technological advances
and improvements in knowledge, human beings on average lived
longer and better lives than at any time in history. In a substantial
proportion of the world, men succeeded in avoiding premature death,
thanks to improved nutrition and the conquest of infectious diseases.
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INTRODUCTION

Life expectancy in the United Kingdom in 1990 was seventy-six years,
compared with forty-eight in 1900. Infant mortality was one twenty-
fifth of what it had been. Men not only lived longer; they grew bigger
and taller. Old age was less miserable; the rate of chronic illness
among American men in their sixties in the 1990s was roughly a third
of what it had been at the start of the century. More and more people
were able to flee what Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had called ‘the
idiocy of rural life’, so that between 1900 and 1980 the percentage of
the world’s population living in large cities more than doubled. By
working more efficiently, people had more than treble the amount of
time available for leisure. Those who spent their free time campaigning
for political representation and the redistribution of income achieved
considerable success. Barely a fifth of countries could be regarded as
democratic in 1900; in the 1990s the proportion rose above half.
Governments ceased to provide merely the fundamental public goods
of defence and justice; new welfare states evolved that were pledged
to eliminate “Want . . . Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness’, as
the 1944 Beveridge Report put it.

To explain, in the context of all these advances, the extraordinary
violence of the twentieth century, it is not enough simply to say that
there were more people living closer together, or more destructive
weapons. No doubt it was easier to perpetrate mass murder by drop-
ping high explosives on crowded cities than it had once been to put
dispersed rural populations to the sword. But if those were sufficient
explanations, the end of the century would have been more violent
than the beginning and the middle. In the 1990s the world’s popu-
lation for the first time exceeded six billion, more than three times
what it had been when the First World War broke out. But there was
actually a marked decline in the amount of armed conflict in the
last decade of the century. The highest recorded rates of military
mobilization and mortality in relation to total population were clearly
in the first half of the century, during and immediately after the world
wars. Moreover, weaponry today is clearly much more destructive
than it was in 1900. But some of the worst violence of the century
was perpetrated with the crudest of weapons: rifles, axes, knives and
machetes (most obviously in Central Africa in the 1990s, but also in
Cambodia in the 1970s). Elias Canetti once tried to imagine a world
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INTRODUCTION

in which ‘all weapons [were] abolished and in the next war only biting
[was] allowed’. Can we be sure there would be no genocides in such
a radically disarmed world? To understand why the last hundred
years were so destructive of human life, we therefore need to look for
the motives behind the murders.

When I was a schoolboy, the history textbooks offered a variety of
explanations for twentieth-century violence. Sometimes they related
it to economic crisis, as if depressions and recessions could explain
political conflict. A favourite device was to relate the rise of unemploy-
ment in Weimar Germany to the rise of the Nazi vote and Adolf
Hitler’s ‘seizure’ of power, which in turn was supposed to explain the
Second World War. But, I came to wonder, might not rapid economic
growth sometimes have been just as destabilizing as economic crisis?
Then there was the theory that the century was all about class conflict
— that revolutions were one of the main causes of violence. But were
not ethnic divisions actually more important than the supposed
struggle between proletariat and bourgeoisie? Another argument was
that the twentieth century’s problems were the consequences of
extreme versions of political ideologies, notably communism (extreme
socialism) and fascism (extreme nationalism), as well as earlier evil
‘isms’, notably imperialism. But what about the role of traditional
systems like religions, or of other apparently non-political ideas and
assumptions that nevertheless had violent implications? And just who
was fighting the twentieth century’s wars? In the books I read as a
boy, the leading roles were always played by nation states: Britain,
Germany, France, Russia, the United States and so on. But was it not
the case that some or all of these polities were in some measure
multinational rather than national — were, indeed, empires rather than
states? Above all, the old history books told the story of the twentieth
century as a kind of protracted, painful but ultimately pleasing tri-
umph of the West. The heroes (Western democracies) were confronted
by a succession of villains (the Germans, the Japanese, the Russians)
but ultimately good always triumphed over evil. The world wars and
the Cold War were thus morality plays on a global stage. But were
they? And did the West really win the hundred years war that was the
twentieth century?

Let me now reformulate those preliminary schoolboy thoughts in
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rather more rigorous terms. In what follows, I shall argue that histori-
ans’ traditional explanations for the violence of the twentieth century
are necessary but not sufficient. Changes in technology, in particular
the increased destructiveness of modern weaponry, were important,
no doubt, but they were merely responses to more deep-seated desires
to kill more efficiently. There is in fact no correlation over the century
between the destructiveness of weaponry and the incidence of
violence.

Nor can economic crises explain all the violent upheavals of the
century. As noted already, perhaps the most familiar causal chain in
modern historiography leads from the Great Depression to the rise of
fascism and the outbreak of war. Yet on closer inspection this pleasing
story falls apart. Not all the countries affected by the Great Depression
became fascist regimes; nor did all the fascist regimes engage in wars
of aggression. Nazi Germany started the war in Europe, but only after
its economy had recovered from the Depression. The Soviet Union,
which started the war on Hitler’s side, was cut off from the world
economic crisis, yet ended up mobilizing and losing more soldiers
than any other combatant. For the century as a whole, no general rule
is discernible. Some wars came after periods of growth; others were
the causes rather than the consequences of economic crises. And some
severe economic crises did not lead to wars. Certainly, it is now
impossible to argue (though Marxists long tried to) that the First
World War was the result of a crisis of capitalism; on the contrary,
it abruptly terminated a period of extraordinary global economic
integration with relatively high growth and low inflation.

It can of course be argued that wars happen for reasons that have
nothing to do with economics. Eric Hobsbawm called ‘the Short
Twentieth Century’ (1914—91) ‘an era of religious wars, though the
most militant and bloodthirsty religions were secular ideologies of
nineteenth-century vintage’. At the other end of the ideological spec-
trum, Paul Johnson blamed the century’s violence on ‘the rise of moral
relativism, the decline of personal responsibility [and] the repudiation
of Judaeo-Christian values’. Yet the rise of new ideologies or the
decline of old values cannot be regarded as causes of violence in their
own right, important though it is to understand the intellectual origins
of totalitarianism. There have been extreme belief-systems on offer
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for most of modern history, but only at certain times and in certain
places have they been widely embraced and acted upon. Anti-Semitism
is a good example in this regard. Likewise, to attribute responsibility
for wars to a few mad or bad men is to repeat the error upon which
Tolstoy heaped scorn in War and Peace. Megalomaniacs may order
men to invade Russia, but why do the men obey?

Nor is it convincing to attribute the violence of the century primarily
to the emergence of the modern nation state. Although twentieth-
century polities developed unprecedented capabilities for mobilizing
masses of people, these could be, and were, as easily harnessed to
peaceful as to violent ends. States could certainly wield more ‘social
control’ in the 1930s than ever before. They employed legions of
civil servants, tax collectors and policemen. They provided education,
pensions and in some cases subsidized insurance against ill health
and unemployment. They regulated if they did not actually own the
railways and roads. If they wanted to conscript every able-bodied
adult male citizen, they could. Yet all of these capabilities developed
even further in the decades after 1945, while the frequency of large-
scale war declined. Indeed, it was generally the states with the most
all-embracing welfare states that were the least likely to be involved
in war in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Just as it was an earlier
revolution in warfare that had transformed the early modern state,
it may well have been total war that made the welfare state, creat-
ing that capacity for planning, direction and regulation without
which the Beveridge Report or Johnson’s Great Society would
have been inconceivable. It was surely not the welfare state that made
total war.

Did it matter how states were governed? It has become fashionable
among political scientists to posit a correlation between democracy
and peace, on the ground that democracies tend not to go to war with
one another. On that basis, of course, the long-run rise of democracy
during the twentieth century should have reduced the incidence of
war. It may have reduced the incidence of war between states; there
is, however, at least some evidence that waves of democratization in
the 1920s, 1960s and 1980s were followed by increases in the number
of civil wars and wars of secession. This brings us to a central point.
To consider twentieth-century conflict purely in terms of warfare
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between states is to overlook the importance of organized violence
within states. The most notorious example is, of course, the war waged
by the Nazis and their collaborators against the Jews, nearly six
million of whom perished. The Nazis simultaneously sought to
annihilate a variety of other social groups deemed to be ‘unworthy of
life’, notably mentally ill and homosexual Germans, the social elite of
occupied Poland and the Sinti and Roma peoples. In all, more than
three million people from these other groups were murdered. Prior to
these events, Stalin had perpetrated comparable acts of violence
against national minorities within the Soviet Union as well as execut-
ing or incarcerating millions of Russians guilty or merely suspected of
political dissidence. Of around four million non-Russians who were
deported to Siberia and Central Asia, at least 1.6 million are estimated
to have died as a result of the hardships inflicted on them. A minimum
estimate for the total victims of all political violence in the Soviet
Union between 1928 and 1953 is twenty-one million. Yet genocide*
predated totalitarianism. As we shall see, the policies of forced resettle-
ment and deliberate murder directed against Christian minorities in
the last years of the Ottoman Empire amounted to genocide according
to the 1948 definition of the term.

In short, the extreme violence of the twentieth century was highly
variegated. It was not all a matter of armed men clashing. Of the total
deaths attributed to the Second World War, half at least were of
civilians. Sometimes they were the victims of discrimination, as when

* The United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide of 1948 is a widely misunderstood document. Its second Article sets out a
clear definition of the word which Raphael Lemkin had coined four years before in
his book Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. It covers ‘any of the following acts committed
with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious
group, as such:

a) Killing members of the group;

b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;

¢) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about

its physical destruction in whole or in part;

d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;

e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.’
It is not only genocide that is declared a punishable offence by the Convention, but
also conspiracy to commit genocide, direct and public incitement to commit genocide,
the attempt to commit genocide and complicity in genocide.

x1



INTRODUCTION

people were selected for murder on the basis of their race or class.
Sometimes they were the victims of indiscriminate violence, as when
the British and American air forces bombed whole cities to rubble.
Sometimes they were murdered by foreign invaders; sometimes by
their own neighbours. Clearly, then, any explanation for the sheer
scale of the carnage needs to go beyond the realm of conventional
military analysis.

Three things seem to me necessary to explain the extreme violence
of the twentieth century, and in particular why so much of it happened
at certain times, notably the early 1940s, and in certain places, specifi-
cally Central and Eastern Europe, Manchuria and Korea. These may
be summarized as ethnic conflict, economic volatility and empires in
decline. By ethnic conflict, I mean major discontinuities in the social
relations between certain ethnic groups, specifically the breakdown of
sometimes quite far-advanced processes of assimilation. This process
was greatly stimulated in the twentieth century by the dissemination
of the hereditary principle in theories of racial difference (even as that
principle was waning in the realm of politics) and by the political
fragmentation of ‘borderland’ regions of ethnically mixed settlement.
By economic volatility I mean the frequency and amplitude of changes
in the rate of economic growth, prices, interest rates and employment,
with all the associated social stresses and strains. And by empires
in decline I mean the decomposition of the multinational European
empires that had dominated the world at the beginning of the century
and the challenge posed to them by the emergence of new ‘empire-
states’ in Turkey, Russia, Japan and Germany. This is also what I
have in mind when I identify ‘the descent of the West’ as the most
important development of the twentieth century. Powerful though the
United States was at the end of the Second World War - the apogee
of its unspoken empire — it was still much less powerful than the
European empires had been forty-five years before.
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GENE POOLS

Not without reason, Hermann Goring explicitly called the Second
World War ‘the great racial war’. That was indeed how many contem-
poraries experienced it. The importance then attached to notions of
racial difference now seems rather strange. The science of modern
genetics has revealed that human beings are remarkably alike. In terms
of our DNA we are, without a shadow of a doubt, one species, whose
origins can be traced back to Africa between 100,000 and 200,000
years ago, and who began to spread into new continents only as
recently as 60,000 years ago — in evolutionary terms, the proverbial
blink of an eye. The differences we associate with racial identities
are superficial: pigmentation (which is darker in the melanocytes of
peoples whose ancestors lived close to the equator), physiognomy
(which makes eyes narrower and noses shorter at the eastern end of
the great Eurasian landmass) and hair type. Beneath the skin, we are
all quite similar. That is a reflection of our shared origins.* To be
sure, geographical dispersion meant that humans formed groups
which became physically quite distinct over time. That explains why
the Chinese look quite different from, say, the Scots. However, out-
right ‘speciation’ — to be precise, the development of ‘isolating barriers’
that would have made interbreeding impossible — did not have time
to subdivide the species Homo sapiens. Indeed, the genetic record
makes it clear that, despite their outward differences and despite the
obstacles of distance and mutual incomprehension, the different
‘races’ have been interbreeding since the very earliest times. Luigi Luca
Cavalli-Sforza and his collaborators have shown that most Europeans
are descended from farmers who migrated northwards and westwards
from the Middle East. The DNA record suggests that there were
successive waves of such migration, attended always by some mingling
of the incomers with indigenous nomads. The great Volkerwanderung
(‘wandering of the peoples’) of the late Roman Empire left a similar

* All the human mitochondrial DNA sequences that exist today are descended from
that of one African woman, just as all the Y chromosomes can be traced back to that
of one man. Indeed, it has been estimated that all the human DNA in existence today
originated with as few as 86,000 individuals.
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genetic legacy. Most striking of all have been the consequences of the
modern migrations associated with the European discovery of the
New World in the late fifteenth century and the subsequent era of
conquest, colonization and concubinage. Biologists today call the
process ‘demic diffusion’. Nineteenth-century racists spoke of ‘mis-
cegenation’; Noél Coward simply called it ‘the urge to merge’. But the
phenomenon was already a familiar one when Shakespeare wrote
Othello (whose mixed marriage is doomed more by his credulity than
his colour) and The Merchant of Venice (which also touches on the
issue, notably when Portia tests her suitors).

The results are plainly legible to those who study the human genome
today. Between a fifth and a quarter of the DNA of most African-
Americans can be traced back to Europeans. At least half of the
inhabitants of Hawaii are of ‘mixed’ ancestry. Likewise, the DNA of
today’s Japanese population indicates that there was intermarriage
between early settlers from Korea and the indigenous Jomonese
people. Most of the Y chromosomes found in Jewish males are the
same as those found among other Middle Eastern men; for all their
bitter enmity, Palestinians and Israelis are genetically not so very
different. The evolutionist Richard Lewontin famously calculated that
around 85 per cent of the total amount of genetic variation in humans
occurs among individuals in an average population; only 6 per cent
occurs among races. The genetic variants that affect skin colour, hair
type and facial features involve an insignificant amount of the billions
of nucleotides in an individual’s DNA. To some biologists, this means
that, strictly speaking, human races do not exist.

Others might prefer to say that they are in the process of ceasing to
exist. A generation of American social scientists working during and
after the 1960s documented the rise of interracial marriage in the
post-war United States, portraying it as the most important measure
of assimilation in American life. Though ‘multi-culturalism’ has done
much to challenge the idea that assimilation should always and every-
where be the goal of ethnic minorities, a rising rate of intermarriage
is still widely regarded as a key indicator of diminishing racial preju-
dice or conflict. In the words of two leading American sociologists,
‘rates of intermarriage ... are particularly good indications of the
acceptability of different groups and of social integration’. The US
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census currently distinguishes between four ‘racial’ categories: ‘black’,
‘white’, ‘Native American’ and ‘Asian or Pacific Islander’. On this
basis, one in twenty children in the United States is of mixed origin,
in that their parents do not both belong to the same racial category.
The number of such mixed-race couples quadrupled between 1990
and 2000, to roughly 1.5 million.

And yet throughout the twentieth century men repeatedly thought
and acted as if the physically distinctive ‘races’ were separate species,
categorizing this group or that group as somehow ‘subhuman’. While
‘demic diffusion’ has occurred peacefully and even imperceptibly in
some settings, in others interracial relationships have been viewed as
deeply dangerous. How, then, are we to explain this central puzzle:
the willingness of groups of men to identify one another as aliens when
they are all biologically so very similar? For it was this willingness that
lay at the root of much of the twentieth century’s worst violence. How
could Goéring’s ‘great racial war’ happen if there were no races?

Two evolutionary constraints help to explain the shallowness but
also the persistence of racial differences. The first is that when men
were few and far between — when life was ‘solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish and short’, as it was for 99 per cent of the time our species
has existed — the overriding imperatives were to hunt or gather suf-
ficient food and to reproduce. Men formed small groups because
cooperation improved the individual’s chances of doing both. How-
ever, tribes that came into contact with one another were inevitably
in competition for scarce resources. Hence, conflict could take the
form of plunder - the seizure by violence of another tribe’s means of
subsistence — and downright murder of unrelated strangers to get rid
of potential sexual rivals. Man, so some neo-Darwinians argue, is
programmed by his genes to protect his kin and to fight ‘the Other’.
To be sure, a warrior tribe that succeeded in defeating a rival tribe
would not necessarily act rationally if it killed all its members. Given
the importance of reproduction, it would make more sense to appro-
priate the rival tribe’s fertile females as well as its food. In that sense,
even the evolutionary logic that produces tribal violence also promotes
interbreeding, as captured womenfolk become the victors’ sexual
partners.

Nevertheless, there may be a biological check on this impulse to
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rape alien females. For there is evidence from the behaviour of both
humans and other species that nature does not necessarily favour
breeding between genetically very different members of the same
species. No doubt there are sound biological reasons for the more or
less universal taboos on incest in human societies, since inbreeding
with siblings increases the risk that a genetic abnormality may mani-
fest itself in offspring. On the other hand, a preference for distant
relatives or complete strangers as mates would have been a handicap
in prehistoric times. A species of hunter-gatherers that could only
reproduce successfully with genetically (and geographically) distant
individuals would not have lasted long. Sure enough, there is strong
empirical evidence to suggest that ‘optimal outbreeding’ is achieved
with a surprisingly small degree of genealogical separation. A first
cousin may actually be biologically preferable as a mate to a wholly
unrelated stranger. The very high levels of cousin-marriage that used
to be common among Jews and still prevail among the highly endoga-
mous Samaritans have resulted in remarkably few genetic abnormali-
ties. Conversely, when a Chinese woman marries a European man,
the chances are relatively high that their blood groups may be incom-
patible, so that only the first child they conceive will be viable. Finally,
it must be significant in its own right that separate human populations
so quickly developed such distinctive facial characteristics. Some evol-
utionary biologists argue that this was a result not just of ‘genetic
drift’ but of ‘sexual selection’ — in other words, a culturally triggered
and somewhat arbitrary preference for eye-folds in Asia or long noses
in Europe quite rapidly accentuated precisely those characteristics in
populations that were isolated from one another. Like attracted and
continues to attract like; those who are drawn to ‘the Other’ may in
fact be atypical in their sexual predilections.

A further possible barrier to interbreeding is that races may have a
‘sociobiological’ function as extended kinship groups, practising a
diffuse kind of nepotism that stems from our innate desire to repro-
duce our genes not only directly through sex but also indirectly by
protecting our cousins and other relatives. Human beings do seem
predisposed to trust members of their own race as traditionally defined
(in terms of skin colour, hair type and physiognomy) more than
members of other races — though how far this can be explained in
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evolutionary terms and how far in terms of inculcated cultural preju-
dice is clearly open to question. Taken together, these factors may
help to explain why races seem to be dissolving rather slowly, despite
the unprecedented mobility and interaction of the modern era. Recent
work on ‘microsatellite markers’ has challenged the view that in
strictly biological terms races do not really exist, showing that Ameri-
can ethnic groups identifying themselves as, variously, white, African-
American, East Asian and Hispanic are in some respects genetically
distinguishable. The key point to grasp is the fundamental tension
between our inherent capacity for interbreeding and the persistence
of discernible genetic differences. Racial differences may be genetically
few, but human beings seem to be designed to attach importance to
them.

It may be objected that the historian, especially the modern his-
torian, has no business dabbling in evolutionary biology. Is not his
proper concern the activity of civilized man, not primitive man? ‘Civil-
ization’ is, of course, the name we give to forms of human organization
superior to the hunter-gathering tribe. With the advent of systematic
agriculture between 4,000 and 10,000 years ago, people became less
mobile; at the same time, more reliable supplies of food meant that
their tribes could become much larger. Divisions of labour developed
between cultivators, warriors, priests and rulers. Yet civilized settle-
ments were always vulnerable to raids by unreconstructed tribes, who
were hardly likely to leave undisturbed such concentrations of the
nutritious and the nubile. And even when - as happened gradually
over time — most human beings opted for the pleasures of the settled
life, there was no guarantee that settled societies would coexist peace-
fully. Civilizations geographically distant from one another might
trade amicably with one another, allowing the gradual emergence of
an international division of labour. But it was just as possible for one
civilization to make war on another, for the same base motives that
had actuated man in prehistoric times: to expropriate nutritional and
reproductive resources. Historians, it is true, can study only those
human organizations sophisticated enough to keep enduring records.
But no matter how complex the administrative structure we study, we
should not lose sight of the basic instincts buried within even the most
civilized men. These instincts were to be unleashed time and again
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after 1900. They were a large part of what made the Second World
War so ferocious.

DIASPORAS AND PALES

“Two peoples never meet,” the American anthropologist Melville J.
Herskovits once wrote, ‘but they mingle their blood.” Mingling, how-
ever, is only one of a range of options when two diverse human
populations meet. The minority group may remain distinct for breed-
ing purposes but become integrated into the majority group in all
or some other respects (language, religious belief, dress, lifestyle).
Alternatively, interbreeding can go on, at least for a time, but one or
both of the two groups may nevertheless preserve or even adopt
distinct cultural or ethnic identities. Here is an important distinction.
Whereas ‘race’ is a matter of inherited physical characteristics, trans-
mitted from parents to children in DNA, ‘ethnicity’ is a combination
of language, custom and ritual, inculcated in the home, the school
and the temple. It is perfectly possible for a genetically intermixed
population to split into two or more biologically indistinguishable but
culturally differentiated ethnic groups. The process may be voluntary,
but it may also be based on coercion — notably where major changes
of religious belief are concerned. One or both groups may even opt
for residential and other forms of segregation; the majority may insist
that the minority lives in a clearly delineated space, or the minority
may choose to do so for its own reasons. The two groups may cordially
ignore one another, or there may be friction, perhaps leading to civil
strife or one-sided massacres. The groups may fight one another or
one group may submit to expulsion by the other. Genocide is the
extreme case, in which one group attempts to annihilate the other.
Why, if minorities face such risks by not assimilating, do ethnic
identities persist, even in cases where no biological distinction exists?
There are, to be sure, fewer ethnic groups in the world today than
there were a century ago; witness the decline in the number of living
languages. Yet despite the best efforts of the global market and the
nation state to impose cultural uniformity, many minority cultures
have proved remarkably resilient. Indeed, persecution has sometimes
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tended to strengthen the self-consciousness of the persecuted. Passing
on an inherited culture may simply be gratifying in its own right; we
enjoy hearing our children singing the songs our parents taught us. A
more functional interpretation is that ethnic groups can provide valu-
able networks of trust in nascent markets. The obvious cost of such
networks is, of course, that their very success may arouse the antagon-
ism of other ethnic groups. Some ‘market-dominant minorities’ are
especially vulnerable to discrimination and even expropriation; their
tightly knit communities are economically strong but politically weak.
While this may be true of the Chinese diaspora* in parts of Asia
today, it also has applicability to the Armenians in the Ottoman
Empire before the First World War or the Jews in Central and Eastern
Europe before the Second. However, because exceptions suggest them-
selves (the Scots were unquestionably a ‘market-dominant minority’
throughout the British Empire, but aroused minimal hostility), two
qualifications need to be added. The first is that the economic domi-
nance of a vulnerable minority may matter less than its political lack
of dominance. It is not only wealthy minorities that are persecuted;
by no means all the European Jews were rich, and the Sinti and Roma
were among Europe’s poorest people when the Nazis condemned
them to annihilation. The crucial factor may have been their lack of
formal and informal political representation. The second qualification
is that, if an ethnic group is to be deprived of its rights, property or
existence, it cannot be too well armed. Where there are two ethnic
groups, both of which have weapons, civil war is more likely than
genocide.

Of considerably less importance is the relative size of an ethnic
minority. There are, indeed, cases when a majority population was
the victim of violent persecution by a minority, counter-intuitive
though that may be. As the people of predominantly Jewish cities in
the Pale of Settlementt discovered repeatedly in the first half of the

*The term ‘diaspora’ was originally used to refer to all the Jews living dispersed
among the Gentiles after the Captivity. It is also a useful term for other emigrant
communities that have nevertheless retained their original ethnicity.

+The term ‘Pale’, in the sense of a territory with clearly determined boundaries and/
or subject to a distinct jurisdiction, was also used to refer to the area of eastern Ireland
under English jurisdiction between the late 12th and the 16th centuries and to territory
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twentieth century, numbers do not always mean safety. Also relatively
insignificant as a predictor of ethnic conflict is the degree of assimi-
lation between two populations. It might be thought that a high level
of social integration would discourage conflict, if only because of the
difficulty of identifying and isolating a highly assimilated minority.
Paradoxically, however, a sharp rise in assimilation (measured, for
example, by rates of intermarriage) may actually be the prelude to
ethnic conflict.

Assimilation, to give perhaps the most important of all examples,
was in fact quite far advanced in Central and Eastern Europe by the
1920s. In many places of mixed settlement, rates of intermarriage
across ethnic barriers rose to unprecedented heights. By the later
1920s, nearly one in every three marriages involving a German Jew
was to a Gentile. The rate rose as high as one in two in some big
cities. The trend was similar, with only minor degrees of variation, in
Austria, Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Hungary, parts of Poland, Romania
and Russia (see Table I.1). This could, of course, be interpreted as an
indicator of successful assimilation and integration. Yet it was in
precisely these places that some of the worst ethnic violence occurred
in the 1940s. One hypothesis explored below is that there was some
kind of backlash against assimilation, and particularly against mis-
cegenation, in the mid-twentieth century.

This possibility should disturb but not surprise us. We have, after
all, seen instances of such backlashes in our own time. Horrific viol-
ence between Tutsis and Hutus occurred in Rwanda in the 1990s,
even though intermarriage between Tutsi men and Hutu women used
to be quite common. Ethnic conflict also exploded in Bosnia, despite
high rates of inter-ethnic marriage in previous decades. These episodes
also serve to remind us that there is no linear spectrum of inter-ethnic
behaviour, with peaceful mingling at one end and bloody genocide at
the other. The most murderous racial violence can have a sexual
dimension to it, as in 1992, when Serbian forces were accused of a

in northern France under English jurisdiction between the mid-14th and mid-16th
centuries. The Russian cherta osedlosti (literally ‘boundary of settlement’), to which
the Jews of the Tsarist empire were confined after 1791, had a somewhat different
character. As in the case of the term ‘diaspora’, the word has a more general applicabil-
ity to any territory associated with settlement by a particular ethnic group.
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Table I.x. Mixed marriages as a percentage of all marriages involvin
one or two Jewish partners, selected European countries, regions an
cities in the 1920s

Percentage of mixed Percentage of mixed
marriages per 100 marriages per 100
couples couples
Luxembourg 15.5 Slovakia 7.9
Basel 16.1 Carpatho-Russia 1.3
Strasbourg 21.2 Hungary 20.5
Germany 35.1 Budapest 28.5
Prussia 35.9 Trieste 59.2
Bavaria 35.9 Poland 0.2
Hessen 19.9 Posen/Poznan 39.2
Wiirttemberg 38.1 Breslau/Wroctaw 23.8
Baden 26.4 Lemberg/Lwow 0.5
Saxony 43.5 Bucharest 10.9
Berlin 42.7 Soviet Union (European) 12.7
Magdeburg 58.4 Russia (European) 34.7
Munich 47.3 Leningrad 32.1
Frankfurt am Main 30.4 Kirovograd 8.8
Hamburg 49.1 Ukraine 9.6
Austria 20.9 Byelorussia 6.1
Vienna 19.8 Latvia 3.3
Czechoslovakia 17.2 Lithuania 0.2
Bohemia 36.3 Estonia 13.5
Moravia-Silesia 27.6 Vilna 1.2

Note: All data are for the period 1926 to 1929 or 1930 except Trieste (1921~-1927),
Poland (1927), Lemberg/Lwow (1922—1925), Soviet Union (1924-1926), Russia (1926),
Leningrad (r1919~1920), Kirovograd (r921-1924), Ukraine (1926), Byelorussia (1926),
Lithuania (1928-1930), Estonia (1923) and Vilna (1929-1931).

systematic campaign of rape directed against Bosnian Muslim women,
with the aim of forcing them to conceive and give birth to ‘Little
Cetniks’. Was this merely one of many forms of violence designed to
terrorize Muslim families into fleeing from their homes? Or was it
perhaps a manifestation of the primitive impulse described above - to
eradicate ‘the Other’ by impregnating females as well as murdering
males? It would certainly be simplistic to regard raping women as a
form of violence indistinguishable in its intent from shooting men.
Sexual violence directed against members of ethnic minorities has
often been inspired by erotic, albeit sadistic, fantasies as much as by
‘eliminationist’ racism. The key point to grasp from the outset is that
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the ‘hatred’ so often blamed for ethnic conflict is not a straightforward
emotion. Rather, we encounter time and again that volatile ambival-
ence, that mixture of aversion and attraction, which has for so long
characterized relations between white Americans and African-
Americans. In calling the period from 1904 to 1953 the Age of Hatred,
I hope to draw attention to the very complexity of that most dangerous
of human emotions.

THE RACE MEME

If it can plausibly be argued that ‘race’ is not a genetically meaningful
concept, the question the historian must address is why it has neverthe-
less been such a powerful and violent preoccupation of modern times.
An answer that suggests itself — also, as it happens, from the literature
on evolutionary biology — is that racism, in the sense of a strongly
articulated sense of racial differentiation, is one of those ‘memes’
characterized by Richard Dawkins as behaving in the realm of ideas
the way genes behave in the natural world. The idea of biologically
distinct races, ironically, has been able to reproduce itself and retain
its integrity far more successfully than the races it claims to identify.
In the ancient and medieval worlds, no identity was wholly indel-
ible. It was possible to become a Roman citizen, even if one had been
born a Gaul. It was possible to become a Christian, even — at first
especially — if one had been born a Jew. At the same time, blood feuds
could run for years, even centuries, between ethnically indistinguish-
able but irreconcilably hostile clans. The notion of immutable racial
identity came late to human history. The Spanish expulsion of the
Jews in 1492 was very unusual in defining Jewishness according to
blood rather than belief. Even in the eighteenth-century Portuguese
Empire, it was possible for a mulatto to acquire the legal rights and
privileges of a white through the payment of a standard fee to the
crown. As is well known, the first ostensibly scientific attempt to
subdivide the human species into biologically distinct races was by the
Swedish botanist Carolus Linnaeus (Carl von Linné). In his Systema
Naturae (1758), he identified four races: Homo sapiens americanus,
Homo sapiens asiaticus, Homo sapiens afer and Homo sapiens europ-
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aeus. Linnaeus, like all his many imitators, ranked the various races
according to their appearance, temperament and intelligence, putting
European man at the top of the evolutionary tree, followed (in Lin-
naeus’s case) by American man (‘ill-tempered. . . obstinate, contented,
free’), Asian man (‘severe, haughty, desirous’) and — invariably at the
bottom — African man (‘crafty, slow, foolish’). Whereas European
man was ‘ruled by customs’, Linnaeus argued, African man was ruled
by ‘caprice’. Already by the time of the American Revolution, this
way of thinking was astonishingly widespread; the only real debate
was whether racial differences reflected gradual divergence from a
common origin or, as polygenists insisted, the lack of such a common
origin. By the end of the nineteenth century, racial theorists had
devised more elaborate methods of categorization, most commonly
based on skull size and shape, but the basic ranking never changed.
In his Hereditary Genius (1869), the English polymath Francis
Galton devised a sixteen-point scale of racial intelligence, which put
ancient Athenians at the top and the Australian aborigines at the
bottom.

This was a profound transformation in the way people thought.
Previously, men had tended to believe that it was power, privilege
and property that were inheritable, as well, no doubt, as the social
obligations that went with them. The royal dynasties who still ruled
so much of the world in 1900 were the embodiments of this principle.
Even the republics that occasionally arose in the modern period — in
the Netherlands, North America and France — tended to retain the
hereditary principle with respect to wealth, if not to office and status.
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries new political doctrines
arose. One theory asserted that power should not be a hereditary
attribute, and that leaders should be selected by popular acclamation.
Another called for the demolition of the edifice of inherited privilege;
all men should instead be equal before the law. A third argued that
property should not be monopolized by an elite of wealthy families,
but should be redistributed according to individual needs. Yet even as
democrats, liberals and socialists advanced these arguments, racists
asserted that the hereditary principle should nevertheless apply in
every other field of human activity. Racial theorists claimed that not
only colour and physiognomy but also intelligence, aptitude, character
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and even morals and criminality were passed on in the blood from
generation to generation. This was another central paradox of the
modern era. Even as the hereditary principle ceased to govern the
allocation of office and ownership, so it gained ground as a presumed
determinant of capability and conduct. Men ceased to be able to
inherit their father’s jobs; in some countries during the twentieth
century they even ceased to be able to inherit their estates. But they
could inherit their traits, as legacies of their parents’ racial origins.

The crucial normative question, however, was how far the manifest
ability of the different races to interbreed ought to be tolerated. To
some, ‘miscegenation’ seemed simply to be inevitable. A number of
thinkers even came to regard it as desirable - that, at any rate, was a
strong implication of early anthropological theories about ‘exogamy’,
as well as the developing understanding of hereditary illness and
the somewhat exaggerated perils of cousin-marriage. However, an
increasingly frequent reaction to the phenomenon was condemnation.
In his History of Jamaica (1774), for example, Edward Long found
‘the Europeans [there] . . . too easily led aside to give a loose to every
kind of sensual delight: on this account some black or yellow quasheba
is sought for, by whom a tawney [sic| breed is produced’. Arthur,
comte de Gobineau, in his Essay on the Inequality of Human Races
(1853~55), echoed Linnaeus in identifying three archetypal races, of
which the Aryan (white) was supreme and, as usual, responsible for all
the great achievements of history. But Gobineau introduced a new idea:
that the decline of a civilization tended to come when its Aryan blood
had been diluted by intermarriage. He, too, regarded the fusion of the
intellectually superior white race and more emotional dark and yellow
races as inevitable, since the former was essentially masculine, the latter
essentially feminine. Yet that did not make miscegenation any less repel-
lent to him: “The more this product reproduces itself and crosses its
blood, the more the confusion increases. It reaches infinity, when the
people is too numerous for any equilibrium to have a chance of being
established . .. Such a people is merely an awful example of racial
anarchy.’

In its most extreme forms, hostility to ‘racial anarchy’ produced
discrimination, segregation, persecution, expulsion and, ultimately,
attempted annihilation. For many years it seemed to be incumbent
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on historians to deny the existence of such a continuum of racial
discrimination and to treat one particular event — the National Social-
ist ‘Final Solution’ to the ‘Jewish Question’ — as sui generis, a unique
‘Holocaust’, without precedent or parallel. A central hypothesis of
this present book, however, is that German anti-Semitism in the mid-
twentieth century was an extreme case of a general (though by no
means universal) phenomenon. In claiming that Jews were systemati-
cally trying to ‘pollute the blood’ of the German Volk, Hitler and the
other National Socialist ideologues were, as we shall see, saying noth-
ing novel. Nor was it unique that such ideas became the basis not just
for segregation and expulsion but ultimately for systematic genocide.
The principal distinguishing feature of what became known as the
Holocaust was not its goal of racial annihilation but the fact that it
was carried out by a regime which had at its disposal all the resources
of an industrialized economy and an educated society.

This is not to say that all the perpetrators of the Holocaust were
actuated by fears of miscegenation, though there is compelling evid-
ence that this was indeed a strong motivation among many leading
Nazis. Many of those who actively contributed towards genocide
were motivated by crude material greed. Others were little more than
morally blinkered cogs in a bureaucratic machine whose ‘cumulative
radicalization’ they did not individually will. Some perpetrators were
merely ordinary men acting under peer-group pressure or systematic
military brutalization; others were amoral technocrats obsessed with
their own pseudo-scientific theories; still others were brainwashed
youths in the grip of an immoral secular religion. Nevertheless, we
n