[bookmark: _Int_QAF5p212]In light of your knowledge of the politics, ideologies and events of the twentieth century, would you see the Global order in 2026 more or less dangerous, and what similarities and differences might you observe?

The twentieth century was a period characterised by extreme politics, warring ideologies and catastrophic events that changed the global order. They became amplified via the world wars as well as the cold war and have continued to have a long-lasting effect on politics both nationally and internationally. Over the last 100 years we have seen the fall of British hegemony, a rise in existential politics and systematic change to how we view politics in the UK. But the question we now view is whether the twentieth century was more dangerous than the current global order.
[bookmark: _Int_Y6QUgUlh][bookmark: _Int_QLR7QMbz]The current global situation appears less dangerous initially. We are not currently in the midst of a global war, whether cold or otherwise, nuclear deterrence still seems to be active, and international institutions assist in maintaining peace. However, there are circumstances that have arisen over the last 25 years that show we are on the precipice of a wider more dangerous time period. Throughout this essay we will look at the factors both historically and in a modern sense to discuss whether it truly is more dangerous. 
The first factor we need to look at is war, specifically global conflicts. The twentieth century is comprised of three major global conflicts; World War I, World War II, and the Cold War. It could be argued that the Cold War is not a global war however we are going to examine how its use of nuclear deterrence and proxy wars affected not just America and Russia but the wider global order. These conflicts demonstrate that the twentieth century was a deadly time and even if you were not personally affected the atmosphere was filled with fear. The increase in crises such as the Cuban missile crisis and the Suez crisis meant that even during times of relative peace, fear of violence was felt across the world. For example, the protect and survive campaign[footnoteRef:23429] in the UK highlights how the nuclear threat of America or Russia permeated everyday British life. [23429:  UK Government, Protect and survive (London: HMSO, 1980)] 

In contrast to this, there is not currently a direct military conflict between the major powers which suggest a potentially more stable international environment. Conflicts, however, have not disappeared, the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the Iranian war shows that interstate warfare is still prevalent within the world and demonstrates that rather than global war not existing the rules of engagement have changed. 
Mary Kaldor argued that contemporary conflicts are defined by 'the blurring of distinctions between war, organised crime, and large-scale violations of Human rights’ [footnoteRef:11069] Kaldor is explaining that whilst the world may not appear to be at war, the complexities and unpredictability of some smaller conflicts could make them more unstable and harder to control. The Iranian war is a good example of this as both sides claim that human rights violations are being perpetrated by their adversaries. [11069:  Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars: Organised Violence in a Global Era, 3rd Edn (Cambridge: Polity press, 2012), P.2.] 


Whilst the world may not be in an active global war we should turn to look at how political leadership and their use of propaganda and power-mongering has changed since the twentieth century starting with the commencement of the First World War and the Russian Revolution. The first world war led to a seismic shift in Europe specifically. It created the breeding grounds for Hitler’s Nazi party. Without the severity of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany may not have descended to the depths of depravity that it did. The poverty that ensued allowed the Nazi party to take control and establish one of the most brutal dictatorships in European history. As Ian Kershaw argues, Hitler’s rise was closely linked to his ability to “exploit public emotion and mobilise support for his agenda”[footnoteRef:25393]. He was able to harness people's anger and despair to justify his way to the top and to justify the Second World War to the German people. As Hitler is rising through the ranks another change is occurring, this time in Russia where the monarchy is abolished and Lenin and Trotsky take hold. This eventually leads to Stalin who became Premier of Russia in 1941. Stalin used political manoeuvring just like Hitler to gain power. After Lenin’s death in 1924 he was able to subtly control those in charge so that in the end, he became Premier of the Soviet Union.  [25393:  Kershaw, Ian, Hitler, 1889-1936: Hubris (London: Penguin, 2000)
] 

Even in Britain, political leaders used propaganda. An important distinction here is the intended effect. It is well respected that Churchill used propaganda as a positive tool using it to build morale and unity whereas Stalin and Hitler used it to divide. Throughout much of the twentieth century the ‘war spirit’ endured. People of the left and the right in the UK came together to fight the extremes. Political unity was a demonstrable effect of the wars. However, even when an issue separated the political opposites in the UK and America, they were often somewhat more cooperative, and the parties themselves were somewhat united behind their leaders.
In the modern era, politics has become more divisive. There has been a rise in the use of propaganda by modern political leaders. This can be shown within both Trump campaigns, a presidential candidate that relies on controversial claims and potentially misrepresented stories. Whilst smear campaigns and political sandbagging did occur often it had always been done with some sense of cover. His repeated assertion that the 2020 election was ‘stolen’ led to aggressive recourse and is widely recognised as to contributing to the reasoning for the Washington DC riot in 2021. As scholars such as Cass Sunstein argue, “such patterns of communication amplified within the digital world, creates echo chambers that can intensify belief and polarisation” [footnoteRef:12069]. It has become more common in the UK too; Nigel Farage often uses slogans to catch people’s eye. For example, in 2025 several Reform leaflets stated that Reform would lower council taxes.[footnoteRef:12885] In February and March 2026, Farage denied ever saying that and denied it being a policy. The left wing has also created discourse with their propaganda. The use of over-the-top speech policing has led to push back across the board. The word bigot and racist has been hijacked to avoid any potential negativity towards people who are different. This is shown in the BBC’s 2026 BAFTA debate. Whilst not political in itself it is indicative of how the left wing is no longer a set of people but several sub-sets. Some said it was racist for the ‘N word’ to be used and others criticised the fact that John Davidson had Tourette's and was unable to repress the tic therefore it was not racist. This issue is performative to the wider issue that modern life in politics and culture have become more polarised even between people who have the same core beliefs. [12069:  Cass R. Sunstein, Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media (Princeton: Princeton University press, 2017)]  [12885:  ITV News, ‘Nigel Farage denies Reform UK promised council tax cuts despite leaflet pledge’, 10 March 2026 <https://www.itv.com/news/meridian/2026-03-10/nigel-farage-denies-reform-promised-council-tax-cuts-despite-leaflet-pledge> (accessed 2 May 2026)] 

This can also be demonstrated looking at the Overton Window. 75 years ago, British people would have bawked at the idea of fascist policies being active in the UK. Now the right wing has become closer to the centre ground and what was once the soft left has been redefined as the hard left. These controversial ideas such as opting out of the ECHR would have once sent shockwaves across the country, now a major political party is openly campaigning to do so.[footnoteRef:13307] [13307:  Reform UK, Our contract with You, (2024) Home | Reform UK (Accesses 20/04/2026)] 

A defining characteristic of the twentieth century was factionalism and extremism. The rise of figures like Mussolini and Hitler showed that extremist movements could tap into the general populace and gain mass support. This was often achieved by offering a simple solution to complex problems. Hannah Arendt argues that ‘such movements relied on the manipulation of truth and the mobilisation of mass support.’[footnoteRef:28396] [28396:  Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt, 1951)] 

In contrast, the extremism that occurs in 2026 is less centralised but more potent. Social media is a tool used by extremists such as Trump and Musk to deliver their opinion on something and deliver it as fact. It gives an echo chamber effect that allows the views delivered to you to get incrementally more extreme. Algorithms do this by feeding people the same vein of content to push those extreme views into the centre. This may also make an issue seem larger than it is. For example, you may like a video of ICE detaining ‘illegal’ immigrants, in doing this the algorithm decides you want to see more so feeds you content that makes it seem like incidents are far more common than they are in reality. 
Political instability is another factor in determining how dangerous the global order is now. Back in the twentieth century, The Liberal party and the Tories were the two main parties but slowly the liberal party fell into decline and a new party – The Labour Party gained prominence. Throughout British history, the political system has essentially been one of two parties, and the two parties have gradually changed throughout the years. One party would often arise when a party was deemed to no longer be representative of the people to purported to represent however, there has never been a situation in British Political History where both dominant parties lost their dominance at the same time but the current political alignment in the UK could change this at the next election. For the first time in over 75 years another party is gaining dominance and has a realistic chance of winning an election and for the first time ever, there are actually two of said parties: Reform and the Green Party. Whilst the Green party have been involved in national politics for a long time, it never had a realistic chance of winning election. In fact the most MP’s it has ever won in a single election is 4 in 2024[footnoteRef:24976]. However, the shock election of Hannah Spencer in the Gorton and Denton by-election, comprised of two historically safe Labour seats, showed that they had become a viable alternative on the left wing of British politics.  [24976:  BBC News, ‘UK Election Results 2024:Constituency Map’, BBC News <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2024/uk/results > (Accessed 24/04/2026)] 

 The by-election was essentially a three-horse race. Labour, Reform and Green were believed to be the only candidates with a chance. Many believed that the Labour Party or the Green party should have stepped down to combat tactical voting and avoid left-wing division. There was a belief held by some that Labour as one of the two big parties would receive votes from people just because of historical alliance and that by Spencer standing, she was only removing votes from the Labour party and possibly handing the election to the Reform party. Polls dating January and February showed Reform and Labour were neck and neck moving into the opening days of the election but as the campaign got closer to the end it became harder to predict. In a poll dated 24th February 2026[footnoteRef:4049], (released just two days before polling day) showed all three parties within the margin of error. It was expected to be an incredibly close race however; this theory was disproven when Hannah won the election by a 12% margin showing that in the end it was not really a close election. This demonstrated how it could be possible for the next general election to become a face off not between the Conservatives and Labour but between Reform and The Green party. The fact that due to the Overton window shift these parties are practically opposites shows just how unstable British politics has become.  [4049:  Opinium, Gorton and Denton Constituency Poll (25 February 2026) < https://www.opinium.com/resource-center/gorton-and-denton-constituency-poll/> (Accessed 24/04/2026)] 


In conclusion, the global order today cannot be considered more immediately dangerous than that of the twentieth century, particularly concerning the scale of the two world wars. However, this stability is misleading as warfare has changed. The unpredictability of the global order in the next ten years alone leads to a precipice judgement. We can say that it is not immediately more dangerous, but the current political orders are changing in ways they have never done so, factionalism and extremism is once again rising, and traditionally stable political structures are collapsing. This shows that the future of the global order is less overtly deadly but also a lot more uncertain and potentially may be approaching a political tipping point.
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