Q&A with Niall Ferguson

THE WAR OF THE WORLD
In his latest book, historian Niall Ferguson challenges our assumptions about World War II and the 20th century, which he calls the most savage era in human history.  THE WAR OF THE WORLD, his three-part series premiering Mondays, June 30, July 7 and July 14 at 9 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check local listings), seeks to explain the causes of such profound brutality at a time when, thanks to scientific and economic advances, most people were better off than ever before.  Below, film’s writer and host shares some insight into his intriguing – and some say controversial – views:

Q:  What prompted you to write The War of the World, upon which the series is based?

A:   I have spent a large part of the past 15 years reading, thinking and teaching students about the 20th century.  I came to realize after a while that nothing offered a really persuasive answer to the question: Why was the 20th century, despite all its scientific and material progress, so astonishingly violent?  Such answers I did come across – increasingly destructive technology or extreme ideologies, for example – failed to explain why violence happened in some countries and not in others, and in some years and not in others. So the aim was to explain those things in a way that was fully alive to the human element in history – to the sometimes harrowing details of individual acts of violence.

Q:  The series describes three factors – ethnic disintegration, economic volatility and empires in decline – which, in combination, caused the 20th century to be the most violent in history.  Is this a new theory and, if so, what led you to it?  How does this theory differ from the “popularized” theories about the 20th century?
A:  Yes, it’s new. And it was arrived at on the following principle: What would be a sufficient explanation for the timing and location of extreme organized lethal violence? Economic volatility helps with the timing; violence definitely peaked in the mid-20th century, when growth and inflation were all over the place. But it’s not enough. Otherwise, Scandinavia would be just as violent as Eastern Europe. So you need something else. 
Clearly, ethnic disintegration – the breakdown of previously harmonious multi-ethnic societies – helps explain why countries like Poland or Yugoslavia were so bloody in the 1930s and 40s, to say nothing of Manchuria. It also goes to the heart of the German backlash against the Jews, who were once so well integrated into German society. Yet that still doesn’t seem to me sufficient, since the U.S. was pretty multi-ethnic in the 1930s. 
So I hit on the point that it’s where empires collapsed that violence was most likely to escalate. It’s counter-intuitive, since Americans generally think that it’s good when empires end (provided it’s not their own). But the pattern is pretty consistent. It’s when the empire breaks down that the stakes suddenly become very high. Who’s going to rule after the colonizers have gone? That question tore Eastern Europe apart in the revolutions of 1917-21. It also tore India apart in 1947.
Q:  What is the greatest misconception that people have about the 20th century?

A:  That a kind of “long peace” set in after 1953 because there was no direct conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. In reality, what happened was that war was relocated to new theaters: Central America, South-East Asia. The Cold War was anything but cold.

Q:  What backlash have you gotten from your view that the war was a “tainted victory” from those who see it in terms of black and white, or good vs. evil?

A:  I think it’s very hard for those who have imbibed the idea of a “great generation” that what the Allies did to defeat the Axis was in some measure to adopt totalitarian tactics. Make no mistake: It took huge courage to fly bombers over Germany. It was one of the most dangerous occupations in World War II. But the aim of strategic bombing was, as I show, in large measure to kill German civilians by destroying the most densely populated parts of the country. And it only really worked when the level of destruction reached apocalyptic levels. 
It behooves us all to stare this reality in the face, by trying to understand what it was like to be on the receiving end of firestorms like the ones that engulfed Hamburg or Dresden. It’s also important for us to acknowledge just how brutalizing the Pacific War was. An especially searing part of the book details the extent of prisoner killing by Allied troops, a tactic that was sanctioned by some U.S. officers, as the series clearly and shockingly shows.
Q:  In the film you refer to “the dangerous zones” – the fatal triangle between the Baltic, the Balkans and the Black Sea.  What are today’s “dangerous zones?”
A:  The Greater Middle East is the most obvious counterpart. The triangle is now from the Caspian Sea to the Horn of Africa to the Hindu Kush. From Egypt to Afghanistan there is a zone of conflict which has the potential to produce as big a conflict as anything we saw in the 20th century.

Q:  The series also explores the idea of humans as aliens, a la H.G. Wells and his book, War of the Worlds. Tell us about that connection.

A:  I was in the middle of filming the series when I happened to re-read The War of the Worlds, inspired by seeing the recent Steven Spielberg movie, which I didn’t like. Going back to Wells electrified me. For his portrayal of Martian invasion of earth, which begins with the devastation of London, was uncannily prescient. Written in 1898, The War of the Worlds is a stunning vision of what would be the twentieth-century’s signature act of violence: The destruction of a city, and the sowing of panic in a civilian population. It suddenly hit me that this was at the heart of the story I was telling – except that my story didn’t need aliens to make it happen. It turned out that we were perfectly capable of doing all these hideous things to ourselves: incinerating cities, sucking the life’s blood out of people, the lot. Hence The War of the World – singular.

Q:  Based upon the assumptions raised by the series, what insight have you gained into the ongoing crisis in the Middle East and the eastward shift in the global balance of power as China rises?

A:  That we ain’t seen nothin’ yet in the Middle East. And that the rise of China could prove just as bumpy and violent as the rise of Japan, which began a hundred years ago.
Q:  Do you anticipate another world war any time soon?  Do you consider the current conflicts in various regions around the world to be a “world war”?
A:  Those who speak about “World War III” (or IV) today just don’t get it. The conflicts we have seen since 9/11 have been trivially small by the standards of the mid-twentieth century. We so easily lose sight of the orders of magnitude involved. The number of people killed in the entire Iraq War could die in a single day of World War II. But that’s not to rule out another world war in our time. The preconditions for an escalation of violence in the Middle East are certainly there and the economic stakes are so high that it’s not difficult to imagine powers other than the United States being more than spectators.

Q:  Is it possible to bring the age of extreme human violence to an end?
A:  I hope so. The first step is to learn from history. That’s the whole point of The War of the World.  We need to understand what went wrong last time.
Q:  What’s the one thing you hope American viewers get from this program?

A:  A sense of what 20th century conflict was really all about. I admire Ken Burns as a film-maker, but his series The War was focused quite unjustifiably on the United States, which was a minor player in the extreme violence that I describe in War of the World. The killing fields were in places like Kursk and Nanjing, not Kansas and Nebraska.
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