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Аннотация. Кіріспе. Қазіргі заман көбінесе XVIII және XIX ғасырлардағы қоғамдық дамуға 

байланысты тұжырымдама ретінде қарастырылады. Қазіргі заман деген не және ол нені 

міндеттейтіні туралы көптеген мақалалар жазылған. Алайда, бұл процесте авторлар көбінесе оң 

әсерлерден басқа, қазіргі заманның көптеген жағымсыз әсерлері болғанын мәлімдеді. Солардың бірі 

– «тотальды соғыс» деп аталатын ұғымның пайда болуы. Мақсаттары мен міндеттері. Мақалада 

қазіргі заман мен тотальды соғыс арасындағы қарым-қатынасты қарастыру міндеті қойылады, 

сонымен қатар тотальды соғыс қазіргі заман тудырған ең нашар жағымсыз әсер болды ма? 

Нәтижелер. Екі ұғымның анықтамалары егжей-тегжейлі қарастырылып, осы тақырыпқа қатысты 

қазіргі тарихнаманы зерттеуге назар аударылды. Сонымен қатар, осы эссе шеңберінде 

тұжырымдамалардың өздері кезеңделу шеңберінде және тарихтың қалай дамып, зерттелетіндігіне 

күмән білдірілді. Қорытындылар. Негізінде, біз тотальды соғыстың өзі жеке тұжырымдама емес деп 

санаймыз және оған саяси емес, неғұрлым қолайлы тарихи анықтамалар қажет. Сонымен қатар, 

тотальды соғыс деп аталатын нәрсенің болуын қабылдау тотальды соғысты қазіргі заманның ең 

нашар аспектілеріне мәжбүрлемейді, өйткені ол геноцид, отарлау және Батыстың соңғы тарихтағы 

гегемониялық үстемдігі сияқты процестерді ескермейді. 

Түйінді сөздер: Қазіргі заман, тотальды соғыс, тарих, дүниежүзілік тарих, ілгерілік 
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Аннотация. Введение. Современность часто рассматривается как концепция, связанная с 

общественным прогрессом в XVIII и XIX веках. Написано много статей о том, что такое 

современность и что она навязывает. Однако в этом процессе авторы часто заявляли, что 

помимо положительных эффектов современность также имела много негативных последствий. 

Одним из них является возникновение так называемой «тотальной войны». Цели и задачи. В 

этой статье ставится задача рассмотреть отношения между Современностью и тотальной 

войной, а также будет рассмотрен вопрос о том, была ли тотальная война самым худшим из 

того, что произвела современность? Результаты. Подробно рассмотрены определения обоих 

понятий и уделяется некоторое время изучению современной историографии, относящейся к 

этому предмету. Более того, в рамках этого эссе сами концепции подвергаются сомнению в 

рамках периодизации и того, как история развивается и изучается. Выводы. По сути, мы 

считаем, что Тотальная Война сама по себе вряд ли является отдельной концепцией и нуждается 

в более подходящих исторических, а не политических определениях. Более того, принятие 

существования так называемой тотальной войны не навязывает тотальную войну худшим 

аспектам современности, поскольку не принимает во внимание такие процессы, как геноцид, 

колонизация и гегемонистское господство Запада на протяжении всей новейшей истории. 

Ключевые слова: Современность, тотальная война, история, международная история, прогресс 
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  Introduction

The twentieth century can be seen as a century in which war was omnipresent (Holslag, 2019:

448–450). Yet, the twentieth century can also be seen as a century of technological, democratic, social, 

and economic improvements (Stephans, 1989; Bille, 2001: 367–373; Hoffstetter, 2012: 330–332; 

Prescott, 2002: 6–10). Within historiography one might describe these innovations using the concept 

of modernity, which can be defined broadly as “The apex of societal development in those time 

periods where industrialisation occurred” (McNutt, 2014: 123). These innovations are also often linked 

with conflict and warfare (Kedward, 2007; Merriman, 2009: 742–788; McNutt, 2014). According to 

Jonathan Holslag, the positive consequences of modernity, as a matter of fact, (in)directly lead 

towards conflict, and more specifically total war (Holslag, 2019: 448–452). It can be argued that all the 

Western innovations made within the twentieth century were a contributor to inevitable conflict, 

because they provoked competition, a sentiment of moral superiority and tried to shift the balance of 

power within the European continent (Holslag, 2019: 448–450). Moreover, McNutt argued that 

modernism is inherently linked with Western development and innovations (McNutt, 2014). The 

inequal distribution of technological innovations and those sentiments of moral superiority caused, to 

some extent, both the First and Second World War (Kumari & Tiwari, 2022: 4–6; Schwabe, 2014: 

876–881; Weisiger, 2013: 115–120).  

The occurrence of both the First and Second World Wars can be framed as one of the darkest 

hours of modernity. Yet, one could pose the question whether Total War was the very worst that 

modernity produced? Moreover, to a lesser extent, this article will simultaneously ask the question 

whether Was Total War principally a product of modernity? In essence, the answer to this second 

question seems quite straightforward, yet it imposes a deeper understanding of both concepts.For 

this reason, it is important to look at the period of time in which this question is posed. Chakrabarty 

rightfully claimed that the concept of modernity has gone through major changes in the last four 

decades, as the concept today is different from what it was forty years ago (Chakrabarty, 2011). This 

requires the need to define both the concept of modernity and total war in general, as well as in 

function of period and relevance over time. Finally, this article will discuss whether total war is the 
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embodiment of all that went wrong within the historical concept of modernity. In other words, is total 

war the only negative consequence that derives from modernity? This article will argue that in a 

contemporary point of view, total war is not the only, and moreover, not the worst, embodiment of 

modernity.  

  Materials and Methods

This article uses a critical literature review as its method, analyzing several primary and

secondary sources when dealing with the issue of modernity and total war. The main goal of this article 

is to make a contribution in the debate around modernity and its consequences. In doing so, this 

article will examine the question of whether Total War was the very worst that modernity produced. 

Throughout the article, to a lesser extent, also the question of whether total war was a product of 

modernity will be tackled. Before delving deeper into that discussion, it is interesting to define 

and frame both concepts, this is not an easy task as within the discipline of (international) history, 

the idea of what a concept is and its definition, in particular, is a never-ending discussion 

(Dobson & Ziemann, 2020). This is because different points of view on certain concepts like modernity 

and total war are prone to change over time (McNutt, 2014, Wei-Siang Hseih, 2014). This is 

specifically interesting for this subject as Wei-Siang Hseih argues that “historians usually conflate 

two different concepts ― modern and total war ― without adequately defining either, or fully 

explaining why they are connected” (Wei-Siang Hseih, 2014: 396). So, in order to see why both 

concepts are intertwined, it is necessary to adequately define both concepts. Through the scope of 

history, the true meaning and understanding of a concept can change, moreover, the elements that are 

or are not part of a concept, also give us understanding on how the historiography is interacting 

with the nature of concepts. Therefore, alongside defining these concepts, it is essential to give a brief 

overview of what the influence is of the changing nature of the discipline of history, in which 

concepts such as social-, cultural-, and post-colonial history have an impact on the framing of 

concepts in general (Dirlik, 2002: 17–21). In order to do so, the underlying paragraphs will focus 

on elaborating both on the idea of a total war and how it is linked with Modernity. 

  Discussions

Total War. The idea of total war is inherently linked with politics. George Clemenceau in 1917

was one of the first to speak about a ‘total war’ (Saint Amour, 2014), as well as his Nazi counterparts 

who spoke a lot on the outcome of total war in the Second World War (Saint Amour, 2014). Total war 

can, thus, first be found in the field of political communication. Churchill’s famous Blood and Toil 

speech, for example, can be seen as the embodiment of what total war means. It means to put in all 

efforts to win the war. Churchill famously said the following: “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, 

tears and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind” (Churchill, 1940). In essence, 

total war can also be seen as a war in which all resources possible are used to win the war effort. 

However, that frankly means nothing. As Saint Amour rightfully argues, this standard definition does 

not grasp the specificities of war, it does not grasp the details and it surely, in my understanding, does 

not deal with the fact that total war can be viewed through many disciplines and ideologies. 

(Saint Amour, 2014) This definition of using all resources possible, does not take into account that 

all resources can both be material or people, that all resources are within the framework of 

an economic dispute on what can and cannot serve in a war effort. It does not take into account, as 

Strachan for example argues, the purely military aspirations of what a total war effort would mean. 

Does that mean using all the legally granted methods? Does that meaning also using nuclear 

weapons? Or does it, in a broader sense, also mean that besides military matters, also civilians are 

used? From historiography it is clear that total war derives from a more political point of view 

According to Chickering, the First World War is the first clear example of a total war. Yet, as 
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Mieskovski argues, the discussion should not be about romanticising the idea of a total war, it should 

be about how it occurred that both World Wars were the result of a new level of destruction and 

suffer (Mieskovski, 2009: 211–212). A contrario, when looking at Strachan’s writings, his focus is laid 

on the military elements that are at stake in analysing total war. He also alludes on the fact that 

historians, political scientists, and academics should not be persuaded by the idea of over-analysing 

merely military elements    (Strachan, 2000).  

In line with those findings, this article defines total war as a concept in which new levels 

of destruction are used during warfare and agrees that a total war is a war that engages a whole 

society. Yet, I argue that the concept of total war, as such, is still open for discussion. When analysing 

it historically, the idea of total war derives from politicians and International Relations Theory 

(IRT) more than it does from history. Therefore, in contemporary history, we can argue that the 

concept of    total war is a-historic and remains to be a discontinuous continuity, in which the discipline 

of International History struggles to make this a historic concept (Revel, 2004: 2). However, in 

answering our question, total war is seen as a moment of warfare in which new and more destructive 

methods are used, and where the whole population is somewhat involved in the process of the 

warfare. This definition gives the opportunity to establish a clear image that total war should be about 

(some sort) of military conflict, and not, as some argue, about, for example, the total war against 

COVID-19 (Griffin, 2021). Yet, to conclude, the idea of a total war as such is a difficult concept to 

grasp within the framework of historiography, while many attempts have indeed been made to define 

this concept, this article argues that total war as a stand alone concept, does not enjoy enough in 

depth substance and academic agreement to be delt with. However, it can be said that throughout the 

20th century many politicians did use the idea of a total war, and therefore it remains interesting to 

examine the relation between those idea’s of total war and their link with modernity. Because, in 

essence, a devastating war, can easily be linked with the idea of modernity and modernization. But 

what is modernity?  

Modernity. As stated in the introduction, modernity in essence can be defined as “the apex of 

societal development in those time periods where industrialisation occurred” (McNutt, 2014: 123). 

The element of societal development assumes the fact that modernity is inherently linked with an 

era of progress. Moreover, according to Brauner, the phenomenon of modernity and related concepts 

like globalisation, nation-state and democracy also have an influence on how the discipline of 

history is pictured today (Brauner, 2018: 397–401). So, it is not only necessary to define modernity, 

but it is also inevitable to look at modernity as a dominating factor in which the discipline of 

history occurs and evolves. Peter Wagner argues that Modernity has always been linked with 

progress (Wagner, 2016: 28). Within the literature, this statement finds support from authors such as 

Kedward, Merriman, and Martinelli as they agree with the fact that modernity can be seen as an era 

of progress and societal development (Kedward, 2007; Merriman, 2009: 742–788; Martinelli, 2005: 

6–11). Examples of that progress can be found in many aspects of society, namely economic 

transformations, technological evolutions, but also social and democratic evolutions played an 

important part in what we now call modernity (Martinelli, 2005: 6–11). According to Merriman, 

modernity in some way finds its roots in the first Industrial Revolution (Merriman, 2009). 

Yet, when delving deeper on the matter, it becomes clear that modernity can be framed in 

grosso modo two ways. First, one could view modernity as a period in which progress was perceived 

and valued. Or, secondly, one could also state that modernity was a period in which, measurably, 

more progress occurred, this point of view is supported by Mouzakatis as he states that “the 

development of the idea of progress in modernity was shaped to a certain extent by the combination 

of medieval eschatology and the emergence of expectations made possible by a host of 

unprecedented changes in science and political, economic and social institutions “(Mouzakatis, 2017: 

2–3). Yet, in the 18th century, when the theoretical ideas around modernity, started to occur, it 
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became clear that classical social theorists started to use development and modernity as synonyms, 

they viewed modernity as development and vice versa. They, thus, supported the first claim, that during 

the era of the industrial revolution, European modernity was embraced, supported, and linked towards 

ideas of progress (Lushaba, 2009: 10–12). Within this article, the idea of modernity is framed as the 

former. It is clear that Modernity occurred in a period in which a lot of development took place, those 

developments had several implications and were present both in the economic, democratic, social and 

cultural field.  So, it is reasonable that during that period, many scholars tended to follow the idea that 

modernity was inherently linked with the idea of development. Yet, when looked at from a modern 

perspective, it becomes clear that modernity occurred the way it did, because a lot of things developed 

in a relatively short period during and little before the industrial revolution. However, this statement 

deserves some nuance, as for some authors such as Martinelli and Jones & Knights, on the other hand, 

the roots for modernity are to be found in a period prior to the industrial revolution. They refer to the 

Renaissance and the Enlightenment as important factors in what we now call modernity (Martinelli, 

2005: 6–7; Jones & Knights, 2018: 337–347).  

A conviction these authors share is that modernity is often framed – both by media and 

academics – as an inherently Eurocentric concept (Merriman, 2009; Martinelli, 2005). Moreover, 

Pomeranz, for example, stated that European countries denied other countries the claim for freedom 

and self-determination (Pomeranz, 2008: 33). More specifically, with the development of modernity in 

the nineteenth and twentieth century, a two-folded evolution is alluded to, in which “the political-

cultural revolution in its French and American versions and the economic-social revolution in its 

double aspect of the systematic introduction of industry”, as well as “the development of the world 

market” can be found (Martinelli, 2005: 9). Both the social revolution, as well as the economic 

revolution, thus, have had an enormous impact on the development of the concept of modernity. 

The idea, however, that modernity itself was one of the root causes for conflict is relatively 

new. When examining the concept of modernity in a historical perspective it is obvious that until the 

1970s,   it was not uncommon to support the Eurocentric perspective, and see modernity as a normal 

consequence of European dominance (Dietze, 2008: 69; Anievas & Nişancioğlu, 2015: 246–247). Over 

this period of fifty years, the discipline of history evolved into a discipline in which elements such as 

cultural history (Dirlik, 2002: 17), social-history and especially post-colonial history (Chakrabarty, 

2011) does have an influence on how we picture the concept of modernity. We cannot extricate 

modernity from the historical frames of analysis through which we understand it, meaning that if we 

want to accept the basic premises of historical investigation, we have to accept modernity's conception 

of progress, making the analysis a fait accompli. Or, as Carr states it “, it would be impossible to 

imagine how we could think about history at all if we are not allowed to make (a) generalized 

abstraction. It is just those kinds of generalizations that makes it feasible to think of history in any 

systematic way and to come to a certain ’understanding’ “(Carr, 1961). However, as stated with the 

idea modernity, although we accept the fact of progress, there is never a ‘single cause’ that defined and 

determined the concept, there are always many causes and interactions that make us understand history 

(Carr, 1961). Yet, we need to make a selection of those causes, and frame them in a logical and 

reasonable manner. In line with  Carr his argumentation, it was also relevant to give a definition of total 

war and elaborate subsequently on the matter, as wars are inherently part of this discussion of 

generalisation and abstractions. Besides that, as seen in the introduction, Modernity is also often linked 

towards conflict, and moreover to the happening of (total) war (Mitter, 2008: 192; Wei-Siang Hseih, 

2011: 404). In what follows, both concepts will be identified in relation with each other, in order to 

answer this article’s question. 
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Results

As discussed above, the idea of total war as such is problematic. Yet, to tackle this article’s

question, a working definition of the concept is established. As stated earlier, modernity is inherently 

linked towards conflict and is seen as one of the root causes for war (Kedward, 2007; Chakrabarty, 

2011), as well as the difficulties within the democratisation process in Europe (Martinelli, 2005: 14).  

The perception of what modernity is, has already changed over time. To understand those 

changes, it is important to consider the idea of periodisation. Prost once described periodisation as a 

method “to substitute to time’s elusive continuity, [which is] a meaningful structure” (Prost, 1996: 

115). This meaningful structure, according to Gilbert, does not live in any sort of isolation, but must be 

plural (Gilbert, 2014: 9–11). According to Guillaume, the idea of plurality refers to the fact that a 

period of history should not only look at how it evolved itself, but also on how it reacted and had 

influence on other periods over time (Guillaume, 2021: 563–564). However, this displays the fact that a 

period is a construct that is subjective and is often, in case of centuries, rather practical. This somehow 

makes the use of periodisation heuristic (Phillips, 2002: 363–365; Guillaume, 2021: 568).

If periodisation is indeed a construct, and it thus can change over time, one needs to ask the question 

how we should engage with those, what Revel called, discontinuous continuities? (Revel, 2004: 2). 

This question is fundamental when studying International History, since the core of the study tries to 

examine the relations between nations, regions, and concepts over time. Therefore, according to 

Guillaume, the concept of modernity remains ahistorical when dealing with the issue of periodisation. 

So, when engaging with concepts like modernity and total war, one should be aware that in this 

discipline it is rather difficult to properly periodise and, therefore, conceptualise concepts that are still 

ongoing. This all plays a significant role in the period of examining modernity, as our perspective on 

what is both good and bad about the concept of modernity is prone to change over time.  

To some extent, one could link this towards the idea of cultural hegemony and how we look at 

the world in a certain period, as well as what the dominant paradigm is, in which we examine the 

world (Gramsci, 2019: 42–58). In the case of modernity and total war, one could argue that prior to the 

historical movements in the 1970s, total war was indeed seen as the worst consequence of modernity. 

This is, to some extent, a legitimate claim to make, as total war is a devastating consequence of 

modernity. This has been argued widely within literature, in which authors more or less state that 

modernity made space for the innovations that were used in war, but also created an atmosphere of 

competition between countries and cultures in which they wanted to gain the most economic, political 

and even cultural benefits of modernity (Towers, 2011: 255–260; Verbeeck, 2020: 61; Simoens, 2016: 

10–26; Keyward, 2007; Holslag, 2019; Kumari & Tiwari, 2022: 4–6; Schwabe, 2014: 876–881;

Weisiger, 2013: 115–120). 

Considering the latter, it can be argued that total war, is one of the cruelest elements deriving 

from the concept of modernity. There is, however, the need for nuance. Many academics show that 

the occurrence of war, and especially wars in the twentieth century, do not have one root cause. Many 

factors play a role in why war occurs. Modernity is seen as one of them. The idea that modernity 

plays a role in race towards war, is linked again with the fundamental definition that modernity is 

linked with progress, and progress also possibly creates new cleavages in society, but also an unequal 

distribution of wealth (internal and external). However, there is no perfect correlation between 

modernity and the occurrence of war as other factors like personality cults, uncertainty, and economic 

disparity also have a significant role in creating war (Blattman, 2022: 32–49; Simoens, 2016: 15–21). 

While this article is not dealing with those other causes, it is obvious that modernity is not the only 

factor that explains why the world went to war two times. For this reason, one needs to be aware that 

while total war is indeed a result of modernity, modernity will never be the only root-cause for the 

existence and development of total war.  

As mentioned above, the framing of concepts and the idea of history are prone to change over 
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time. In accordance with that, this essay argues that from a modern perspective, total war is not the 

worst consequence of modernity. Moreover, this piece sees at least two equally wrongful consequences 

of modernity, namely the concept of colonisation, and the ongoing existence of eurocentrism. When 

talking about colonisation, it is argued that the concept of colonisation partly originates from the 

concept of modernity, as aiming towards economic and cultural expansion, as well as the idea of 

superiority are directly linked with the technological, democratic, and societal evolutions that 

modernity encompasses (Gillen & Gosh, 2007: 104–105; Thomas & Curless, 2017: 4–9; Anievas & 

Nişancioğlu, 2015: 261–270; Betts, 2012: 34–37; Barthémély, 2010: 17; Patel, 2021: 381). Moreover, 

when taking a closer look at what happened within several colonies, a lot of conflict and loss of life 

occurred. In the case of Congo, many Belgian historians even considered what was happening as a 

genocide (Witte et al., 2016, Deneckere et al., 2020; Vantemsche et al., 2020; Witte & Heynen, 2007; 

Van Reybrouck, 2021). This essay argues that genocide, racial discrimination, and slavery are also 

indirectly bound with modernity, considering the idea of moral superiority. There is, however, some 

disagreement within the literature whether the concept of genocide is part of a ‘total war’ or whether 

genocide is a stand-alone concept that occurs without the presence of a total war (Forsters, 2007). This 

essay follows the latter, and thus considers genocide as an indirect consequence of modernity, as one 

could argue that genocide also is a direct consequence from modernity. Moreover, within the narrow 

definition of the concept of Total War, the occurrence of a genocide is not seen as an act of total war, 

yet the Western hegemony and dominance in the 19th and 20th century have also caused several 

genocides, both in the colonial framework as in the scope of World War II. So, to conclude, it is clear 

that cruelty and modernity go hand in hand, just as progress and modernity are linked. However, one 

cannot argue that Total War is the worst of what modernity produced, as the concept of a total war is to 

narrow to tackle all the specific characteristics that surrounded the political and military deeds that 

have occurred in the 19th and 20th century. 

Besides Total War being too narrow all the cruel deeds that followed out of Modernity, another, 

more contemporary, effect occurred out of the progress and modernity. Within the many 

historiographical works this point is alluded on, yet not always made had. However, it is clear that 

modernity also contributed towards the idea that we tend to view the world from a Western and 

Eurocentric point of view. In essence, this statement has little to do with the existence of a total war 

and is thus a bit sensitive for a categoric error. However, this article had the purpose to examine 

whether Total War was the worst that Modernity produced; besides a direct analyses that is done 

above. It is also interesting to look at more subtle forms of influence and effect of Modernity. 

Therefore, the Eurocentric idea that Modernity imposed on our thinking and handling, is also 

problemised. To some extent, this can even be linked towards Total War, as one could ask whether it 

was that notion of Eurocentrism that drove us to colonise the world, and made us want to dominate our 

own region? However, this question cannot directly be answerd without deeper analyes, and as such, 

this article does not try to make that assessment. What is does try to do, is polemizing that within the 

European continent we frame our reality, and often forget to look at conflicts, cultural elements and 

societal developments from a European modernity point of view. For this reason, one could argue that 

the  worst aspect of modernity is the idea that eurocentrism, and legitimating our problematic past, still 

influences our current perspective of thinking (McNutt, 2014; Chakrabarty, 2011; Phillips, 2018; 

Dietze, 2008). Yet, as Hobson argues, while we do indeed feel guilt for our racist behaviour that is 

linked with modernity, the idea of institutional – Eurocentric – modernity is still relevant today and still 

tends to be an important perspective in Western academia (Hobson, 2014). This argument is also 

followed by Dietze as he explains that in contemporary history European authors can still ignore the 

works from     non-European writers without being viewed provincial (Dietze, 2008: 71; Chakrabarty, 

2011). Although this perspective has already changed over time, the Eurocentric paradigm remains 

omnipresent (Chakrabarty, 2011).  
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  Conclusion

This article has examined whether the occurrence of total war To do so so, this essay has

defined modernity, per McNutt (2014), as “the apex of societal development in those time periods 

where industrialisation occurred” in which both positive and negative elements derive from such 

societal developments. One of those negative elements is the occurrence of total war. While this article 

argues that the concept of total war is problematic, as it finds its roots more in politics than it does in 

historiography, it does show that modernity has led towards armed conflict. Although armed conflict 

is of course a very negative consequence of modernity, one needs to consider that the discipline of 

history is continuously evolving. Those evolutions make it somehow difficult to tackle ongoing 

concepts like modernity and total war, because the way we picture them is prone to change over the 

course of time.  

Therefore, when looking from a contemporary perspective, total war is not the only negative 

consequence that derives from the concept of modernity. The negative embodiment of modernity 

imposes both total war and the colonisation process as direct embodiments of the worst result of 

modernity, as well as the Eurocentric vision, which is still ongoing in more popular discourses and 

even within academic fields. These are still the most influential, and inherently problematic, 

consequences of the concept of modernity. Although steps in the right direction have been taken, and 

historical schools such as the post-Colonial one has raised the issue multiple times, this problem 

remains at the centre of the discipline of contemporary International History.  
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