
the myth of the 20th century
The myth of the 20th century is a concept that explores the narratives,
ideologies, and collective memories that shaped the global landscape
throughout the hundred years from 1900 to 1999. This period was marked by
significant events, technological advancements, and profound cultural shifts
that not only defined the century itself but also laid the groundwork for the
modern world. The myth encompasses a wide array of themes, from progress and
innovation to conflict and existential dread, creating a complex tapestry of
human experience.

The Foundations of the 20th Century Myth

The 20th century was characterized by several foundational myths that emerged
during this period. These myths often revolved around themes of progress,
nationalism, and the dichotomy of good versus evil.

1. The Myth of Progress

One of the most pervasive myths of the 20th century is the belief in unending
progress. This myth was built on the back of the Industrial Revolution and
the technological advancements that followed. Key aspects include:

- Technological Innovation: The century saw incredible advancements, such as
the automobile, airplane, computer, and the internet. Each innovation was
heralded as a step toward a brighter future.

- Scientific Discoveries: Breakthroughs in medicine, including the discovery
of antibiotics and vaccines, led to significant increases in life expectancy
and quality of life.

- Social Progress: Movements advocating for civil rights, gender equality,
and social justice gained momentum, suggesting an inevitable march toward a
more equitable society.

However, this myth of progress also faced challenges, as the century was
marred by wars, economic crises, and environmental degradation.

2. The Myth of Nationalism

The 20th century was also defined by the rise of nationalism, which became a
powerful force shaping political landscapes across the globe.

- World Wars: Nationalism played a crucial role in both World War I and World



War II, where countries rallied their populations under the banner of
national pride and identity.

- Decolonization: The latter half of the century witnessed the collapse of
colonial empires and the emergence of new nations, fueled by nationalist
sentiments. Countries in Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean sought independence,
often driven by a mythologized vision of a sovereign state.

- Cultural Identity: Nationalism influenced art, literature, and music, as
creators sought to express their unique cultural identities, often
romanticizing their nation's past.

While nationalism fostered a sense of unity and purpose, it also led to
conflict, xenophobia, and the tragic consequences of ethnic cleansing.

The Dark Side of the 20th Century Myth

Despite the optimistic narratives that emerged during the century, the 20th
century was also marked by profound darkness. This dichotomy is essential to
understanding the full scope of the myth.

1. Totalitarianism and War

The rise of totalitarian regimes in the 20th century profoundly impacted
global politics and society.

- Fascism and Communism: Ideologies such as fascism in Italy and Nazism in
Germany, as well as communist regimes in the Soviet Union and China, emerged
as powerful forces. These movements distorted the myth of progress, leading
to oppression and widespread atrocities.

- World Wars: The two World Wars resulted in the deaths of millions and left
deep scars worldwide. The myth of progress faltered under the weight of
warfare, destruction, and human suffering.

- Genocide: The Holocaust, the Rwandan Genocide, and other acts of mass
violence shattered the illusions of a civilized world, exposing the fragility
of humanity.

2. Environmental Catastrophe

The 20th century, while marked by technological advancements, also witnessed
significant environmental degradation.

- Industrial Pollution: The rapid industrialization led to air and water



pollution, contributing to health crises and ecological disasters.

- Climate Change: The century set the stage for climate change, as fossil
fuel consumption rose dramatically. The myth of progress, tied closely to
industrial growth, came at a steep environmental cost.

- Biodiversity Loss: The expansion of agriculture and urbanization led to
habitat destruction and loss of biodiversity, raising concerns about the
sustainability of human practices.

The Legacy of the 20th Century Myth

The myth of the 20th century continues to influence contemporary thought and
culture. Its legacy is multifaceted, reflecting both the triumphs and
failures of humanity.

1. Cultural Reflections

Art, literature, and film from the 20th century grappled with the
complexities of modern existence, often reflecting the contradictions
inherent in the myth.

- Dystopian Narratives: Works like George Orwell's "1984" and Aldous Huxley's
"Brave New World" serve as cautionary tales about the potential consequences
of unchecked progress and authoritarianism.

- Postmodernism: The rise of postmodern thought challenged the narratives of
progress and truth, emphasizing fragmentation and the subjective nature of
reality.

- Historical Re-evaluation: The myth of the 20th century has prompted
historians and scholars to re-evaluate events, seeking to understand the
complexities of human behavior in light of the century's contradictions.

2. Political and Social Movements

The legacy of the 20th century informs contemporary political and social
movements, as activists draw lessons from past struggles.

- Environmental Movements: The awareness of climate change and ecological
degradation has prompted a global movement advocating for sustainable
practices and policies, challenging the myth of unbridled progress.

- Human Rights Advocacy: Movements for social justice, gender equality, and
LGBTQ+ rights continue to build upon the foundations laid in the 20th



century, seeking to rectify historical injustices.

- Nationalism vs. Globalization: The tension between nationalist sentiments
and global interdependence is a defining feature of contemporary politics,
echoing the struggles of the past.

Conclusion: The Complexity of the Myth

The myth of the 20th century is a rich and complex narrative that reflects
the triumphs and tragedies of a century that shaped the modern world. While
it encapsulates the dreams of progress and innovation, it also serves as a
reminder of the darker aspects of human nature, including violence,
oppression, and environmental destruction. As we move into the 21st century,
understanding this myth becomes essential for navigating the challenges of
our time, recognizing that the lessons of the past can guide us toward a more
equitable and sustainable future. The legacy of the 20th century continues to
resonate, reminding us that myths can both inspire and caution, shaping our
collective consciousness in an ever-evolving world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Myth of the 20th Century' about?
'The Myth of the 20th Century' is a book by Alfred Rosenberg, published in
1930, which outlines his ideological views on race, culture, and politics,
heavily influencing Nazi ideology.

Who was Alfred Rosenberg?
Alfred Rosenberg was a key Nazi ideologue and one of the leading figures in
the development of the racial theories that underpinned Nazi policies,
particularly concerning anti-Semitism.

How did 'The Myth of the 20th Century' contribute to
Nazi propaganda?
The book served as a foundational text for Nazi propaganda, promoting ideas
of Aryan superiority and justifying the regime's racial policies and
aggressive expansionism.

What are some key themes discussed in 'The Myth of
the 20th Century'?
Key themes include the critique of modernity, the glorification of the Aryan
race, anti-Semitism, and the rejection of Marxism and liberal democracy.



In what ways has 'The Myth of the 20th Century' been
criticized?
The book has been criticized for its pseudoscientific racial theories,
extreme nationalism, and its role in justifying the atrocities committed by
the Nazi regime.

How has 'The Myth of the 20th Century' influenced
modern far-right movements?
The text has been referenced by various far-right groups to legitimize their
ideologies surrounding nationalism, racism, and anti-globalism.

What impact did 'The Myth of the 20th Century' have
on German society at the time?
The book significantly influenced intellectual circles and contributed to the
shaping of public opinion that supported the rise of the Nazi Party in
Germany.

Is 'The Myth of the 20th Century' still relevant
today?
Yes, it continues to be referenced in discussions about race, nationalism,
and the resurgence of far-right ideologies in contemporary politics.

What historical context led to the writing of 'The
Myth of the 20th Century'?
The book was written during a time of social, economic, and political
upheaval in Germany, following World War I and during the Weimar Republic,
when national identity was a contentious issue.

How is 'The Myth of the 20th Century' viewed in
academic circles today?
Academically, it is studied as a significant example of extremist ideology
and its role in historical events, particularly the Holocaust and World War
II.
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