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Abstract
This article reflects on the enduring lessons of the 20th century, lessons we once believed 
had propelled us irreversibly beyond the old scourges of war, oppression, poverty, and 
environmental harm. The optimism that blossomed at the close of the Cold War remains 
unfulfilled, as resurgent nationalism, socioeconomic imbalances, and the threat of nuclear 
proliferation signal that we have yet to internalize the lessons that history tried to teach us. 
Drawing on pivotal moments from two World Wars and the Great Depression to the creation 
and partial dismantling of global governance structures, this discussion underscores the 
reality that progress, though significant, is neither guaranteed nor permanent. Much like 
the founders of WAAS, who labored to rein in the very nuclear weapons they had helped 
develop, humanity continues to grapple with the unintended consequences of unchecked 
technological and social change. Economic instability, environmental crises, and persistent 
inequalities all serve as stark reminders of how easily we can backtrack if our vigilance 
fades. Yet the same era that witnessed catastrophic wars and rampant colonialism also gave 
rise to groundbreaking initiatives in human rights, agricultural revolutions, and broader 
education, each demonstrating our collective power to transform adversity into opportunity. 
This paper argues that recognizing the past as an invaluable repository of both cautionary 
tales and inspirational successes is essential to forging a more secure, prosperous future. 
Ultimately, it urges us to harness our collective knowledge, to not merely learn from history 
but also to muster the foresight and moral courage necessary to steer our world toward 
sustainable peace and shared well-being for all.

The progress of humanity after the end of the Cold War encouraged many to conclude 
that periods of violent warfare, social oppression, and poverty were nearing an end. It 
was believed that humanity had finally learned the essential lessons required to navigate 

Sri Aurobindo once wrote that “history teaches us nothing.” 
Perhaps he was referring to the troubling pattern of recurring 
errors in human history and humanity’s unwillingness 
or incapacity to learn from the valuable lessons of our  
collective past.

https://cadmusjournal.org/


CADMUS Volume 5 - Issue 4, July 2025 Valuable Lessons from the 20th Century  Yet to Be Mastered Ashok Natarajan

116 117

into a future characterized by international cooperation, peace, democratic freedoms, and 
prosperity for all. It is now evident that after the remarkable gains of the 1990s, critically 
important lessons had not yet been fully learned. No one had the foresight to anticipate the 
revival of financial instability, persistence of poverty, retreat from democracy, return of 
competitive nationalism, and weakening of multilateralism and acceleration of environmental 
degradation that are now in the process of reversing some of the most important gains of 
previous decades.

Sri Aurobindo once wrote that “history teaches us nothing.” Perhaps he was referring to 
the troubling pattern of recurring errors in human history and humanity’s unwillingness or 
incapacity to learn from the valuable lessons of our collective past. Looking back, we find 
that the 20th century offers profound lessons for those willing to learn from it. As rational 
beings, we are expected to avoid repeating past mistakes. As we navigate the 21st century, it 
is crucial to reflect on these lessons to prevent further historical missteps from recurring. This 
article explores some of the most valuable lessons that the 20th century offers.

1. World Wars and Nuclear Threats 
The 20th century was marred by two catastrophic World Wars, resulting in the loss of tens 

of millions of lives and massive global upheaval. The specter of nuclear warfare once again 
looms large in the 21st century, with stockpiles of nuclear weapons continuing to pose a grave 
threat to global security. The Cold War era saw the proliferation of nuclear weapons. The end 
of the Cold War brought a substantial reduction in the number of warheads and the potential 
threat of their use, but recently the risk of nuclear conflict has once again risen to Cold War 
levels. These developments underscore the necessity for renewed disarmament efforts and 
more robust international diplomacy.

WAAS was founded by several scientists who played a seminal role in the development 
of nuclear weapons and by others who joined them in actively trying to stop proliferation 
and banning their use. Eight decades later, we are still struggling to put the genie back in the 
bottle and are unsure how to do it. The lesson implied is that scientists and policymakers need 
to think through the implications and accept responsibility before technological innovations 
are deployed when there is still time to consider alternatives and establish effective global 
governance mechanisms. Today, the same challenges confront scientists, organizations, and 
governments with respect to AI and AGI.

Scientists and  policymakers  need  to think  through the 
implications and accept responsibility before technological 
innovations are deployed when there is still time to consider 
alternatives and establish effective global governance 
mechanisms.
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2. Imperialism, Nationalism, and Global Governance 
The early 20th century was characterized by aggressive nationalism and imperialism, 

culminating in World War I. The failure of the League of Nations to prevent a repetition of 
World War highlighted the need for a more effective international organization. The United 
Nations aimed to address this gap but has proven incapable of preventing the repetition 
of wars within and between nations. Reforms to enhance the UN’s effectiveness, such as 
expanding the Security Council’s membership, abolishing the veto power, and promoting 
complete nuclear disarmament, are essential for maintaining global peace and security but 
are as difficult to achieve as any time since the UN’s founding.

Over the past eight decades, multilateral institutions have played a very important role 
in preserving and restoring peace, addressing poverty, advancing healthcare, increasing food 
production and availability, promoting international trade, financing development, regulating 
international financial institutions, establishing effective legal frameworks and institutions 
to promote world business, fostering and regulating global education, supporting the 
development and dissemination of scientific research, advancing global telecommunications 
and transportation, and a host of other essential services. Yet, national governments and 
their electorates remain reluctant to concede the authority and provide the essential resources 
required for multilateral institutions to effectively address the complex, interdependent 
challenges confronting humanity today. Too many policymakers and citizens have yet 
to recognize the indispensable role of international institutions in ensuring a secure and 
sustainable future for all humanity.

3. Economic Lessons from the Great Depression
The Great Depression revealed the vulnerabilities of an unregulated financial system 

and the dangers of speculative investments. The 1930s were a period of unprecedented 
economic turmoil that began in the US and extended to affect many other countries. The 
global economy contracted sharply, with World GDP shrinking by approximately 15%.* The 
New Deal, introduced by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, played a critical role in alleviating 
the crisis. The introduction of financial regulations and the establishment of the Securities 
and Exchange Commission (SEC) were pivotal in restoring financial stability and sustaining 
a vibrant financial system in the US for the following six decades. The Glass-Steagall Act 
of 1933 imposed important restrictions to separate commercial banking from investment 
banking. This measure, and related actions, stopped the US banking crisis which had already 
led to the failure of more than 6,000 banks. It also served as the foundation for a stable and 
flourishing US financial system for the next 60 years.

In 1999, key provisions of the Glass-Steagall Act were repealed, giving rise once again to 
growing financial instability. The 2008 financial crisis, driven by housing market speculation 
and inadequate banking regulation, reinforced the importance of ongoing vigilance and 
regulatory financial oversight. This time, it cost the global economy more than 10 trillion 
dollars in government spending, rising levels of unemployment and inequality, and huge 

* World Bank, World Development Indicators: GDP (Current US$) (World Bank, 2020) https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD
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losses in global GDP. Effective financial regulations, international cooperation, and robust 
economic policies are crucial for preventing future economic crises. Even today, there is little 
evidence that either theorists or policymakers are willing to concede the huge costs of the 
neoliberal economic system to human security and sustainable development.

4. Environmental Challenges and Sustainability
The 20th century saw unprecedented environmental degradation due to industrialization, 

deforestation, and the burning of fossil fuels. The consequences—air pollution, climate 
change, and biodiversity loss—became increasingly evident during the latter half of the 
century when economic modernization and liberalization spread around the world. The 
1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and the subsequent Paris Agreement of 2015 marked 
significant global efforts to address these issues.* The transition to renewable energy sources, 
such as wind, solar, and hydroelectric power, is crucial for mitigating climate change. 
Initiatives such as the Paris Agreement aim to limit global temperature rise and promote 
sustainable development. Countries that have successfully implemented green policies—
such as Sweden and Denmark, Bhutan’s commitment to carbon neutrality, and Germany’s 
Energiewende (energy transition)—provide valuable lessons in achieving environmental 
sustainability and serve as models for global environmental policy.

Yet, recent events reconfirm the need for far more serious and rapid reforms around 
the world. The acceleration of climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution represents 
unprecedented threats to the future of humanity and underscores the need for strengthening 
and empowering multilateral institutions to effectuate radical changes in economic practices. 
Despite the alarm raised by scientists and the public actions of an ever-increasing global 
environmental movement, governments, energy producers, and consumers respond far too 
slowly and inadequately to the greatest security challenge ever presented to human beings. 
What will it take to wake us up and compel our leaders to act for the welfare of world 
civilization?

5. Economic Development and Aspiration
India’s Green Revolution in the 1960s and the White Revolution in the 1970s were 

transformative. The Green Revolution, driven by advancements in agricultural technology 

* United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Paris Agreement (2015), https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf

No matter how grave our present challenges may appear, no 
matter how severe the forecasts of science and statistics, and no 
matter how many errors we have made, we possess the capacity to 
rewrite our future if only we harness all the collective knowledge 
we possess and act now to change our course.
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and practices, doubled India’s foodgrain production within a decade. From heavy dependence 
on imported food aid, India became a net food exporter. India’s White Revolution made 
a similar transition by transforming India’s dairy industry into the largest milk producer 
in the world. These revolutions illustrate the potential of targeted policy interventions 
and investments in agricultural and dairy sectors to drive economic growth and improve 
livelihoods. The persistence of widespread child malnutrition in India, despite its continued 
growth and emergence as a major economic player, underscores the importance of sustaining 
these developmental strategies.

6. Advancements in Human Rights
The extension of freedom and equal rights has been arguably the most powerful civilizing 

force of the 20th century. More than ever before, societies discovered that the protection 
of the rights of individuals was the single most effective instrument for strengthening the 
stability, security, welfare, and well-being of the collective. During that period, and most 
especially beginning from the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 
1948, humanity made dramatic strides in extending recognition, protection, and enforcement 
of a wide range of human rights. Its achievements include the end of racial segregation in the 
U.S., the dissolution of colonial empires after WWII, the abolition of untouchability in India, 
protection for religious and ethnic minorities, and the establishment of the State of Israel. 
The global movement for gender equality also gained momentum, with women’s suffrage 
becoming a norm in most countries. 

Despite these advances, challenges remain severe: religious intolerance is on the rise, 
and restrictions on the rights of women and persecution of the LGBTQ+ community persist 
in many countries. The ongoing struggle for the equal rights of marginalized communities 
highlights the need for continued advocacy and reform in human rights. Recognition of the 
importance of the individual is still a work in progress and remains incomplete. Development 
of the full potential of every person on earth is the optimal strategy for fostering the security, 
welfare, and well-being of humanity now and in the future.

7. Conclusion
The 20th century offers valuable lessons that can guide our actions in the 21st century. 

From preventing the repetition of catastrophic wars to eradicating poverty, reversing the 
rise of economic inequality, reaffirming the value of democracy and human rights, stopping 
environmental degradation, and halting global warming, there is both an urgent need and 
unprecedented opportunity for us to draw on the precious lessons of the past to build a more 
equitable, sustainable, and peaceful world for all. Learning from the past and applying these 
lessons, we can create a future that honors the progress achieved and addresses the challenges 
that lie ahead.

Looking backward, history can indeed teach us invaluable lessons. At the same time, it is 
important to remember that our collective capacity to foresee the future is even more limited 
than our capacity to learn from the past. No matter how grave our present challenges may 
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appear, no matter how severe the forecasts of science and statistics, and no matter how many 
errors we have made, we possess the capacity to rewrite our future if only we harness all the 
collective knowledge we possess and act now to change our course.
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