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Review of International Studies (1989), 15, 319-328 Printed in Great Britain 

1939: the origins of liberal realism 

Christopher Hill 

1939 was neither one thing nor the other. It was not the last golden year of peace at 

the end of a period of expansion and confidence, as 1914 had seemed to be, and it was 

not the start of a dramatic new era, as war had been in 1775 and revolution in 1917. 

Rather, 1939 was the ante-chamber through which the nations of Europe were slowly 
ushered into war, and its association with reactive and hesistant policy-making has 

compounded the sense of determinism. This article will challenge such a perspective 
in two ways: first it will suggest that the events of 1939 are in themselves rather more 

significant than is sometimes assumed, and second it will see 1939 and the war which 
then unstoppably unrolled, as having initiated changes which are still being worked 
out in the nature and quality of international relationships, as well as major 

particular developments like the rise of American power and the division of 

Germany. 

The war that 1939 brought 

If the Thirty Years Rule had not been introduced by Harold Wilson's government in 

1967, historians in Britain would only this year be making ready to camp out in the 
Public Record Office for the inside story of the slide to war in 1939. As it is, twenty 
years of intensive professional research by scholars from not only Britain but also 

(principally) Germany, France, the United States, Canada and Australia, have 

produced a formidable corpus of work on the origins of the war. This has rendered 
redundant much of the already extensive literature which flowed forth from the 

moment that Chamberlain's voice faded from the radio at just after 11.20 a.m. on 3 

September 1939, having announced the declaration of war.1 
The professionalization of our knowledge of the 1930s which has thus ensued, has 

not been without its own naivety. More does not always equal better, and the 
detached academic approach can often hide prejudices as deep as those of any mere 

pamphleteer. Truth has not marched relentlessly on with every learned article or 

monograph which has spilled out over the last two decades. Yet if a cool and detailed 

study of the documents of the time can never be sufficient to settle the debates over 

history, it is certainly necessary to clear away the dross left by contemporary 
partisanism. The discussion of the onset of the Second World War by the victorious 
powers (among the defeated it was understandably inhibited for some time) was 
marked for too long by political animus, personal vested interest, and sheer blind 
ness.2 

In particular, it has been bedevilled by a confusion between 'was' and 'should have 
been'?between what actually happened and what observers think ought to have 

happened. Critics of a variety of political persuasions have interpreted the events of 
the 1930s through the lenses of their own commitment, so that anti-Fascists on the 
left identified a clique of 'guilty men' in the British Establishment willing to buy off 
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Hitler out of anti-communism, and defenders of the 'national interest' on the right 
castigated the Chamberlain government for having failed to appreciate (despite 
ample historical precedents) the threat posed to international stability by a resurgent 
Germany. As a consequence, the complexities of international relations in the 1930s 
were for a long while submerged beneath a flood of accusation and counter 
accusation. Even those responsible for 'appeasement' accepted the terms of reference 
for this debate, since what had happened in the six years of war, and indeed the early 
cold war years, seemed only to have confirmed the views of the critics. The Nazis had 
behaved psychopathically, Stalin was being revealed as little better, and any failure to 
resist 'totalitarianism' became a matter for apology. 

1939 itself contained at least three events of great symbolic importance for future 

political argument: Hitler's invasion of Bohemia on 15 March, in contempt of the 
Munich agreement; the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 23 August; and the climactic 
war crisis of 1-3 September. All of these events had great impact at the time, and laid 
down reference points against which future policies were to be judged. If any of them 
had not taken place, it is likely that history would have taken a significantly different 

course, even if some form of cataclysm was by then very difficult to avert. 
Given this, it is surprising that there has been something of a trend towards down 

playing the importance of what actually happened in 1939, in favour of emphasizing 
its symbolic importance. This has always been true of those who took the view that 
the Second World War became inevitable once Hitler had come to power in 1933, or 

certainly after the chances to stop him were apparently missed over the Rhineland in 
1936 or Austria in 1938. The humiliation of Munich, to these exponents of what 

might be called the inexorability school, was simply the most glaring of a series of 
western acts of self-deception about Hitler's desire for compromise. All that 1939 
revealed was that the challenge to Anglo-French interests inherent in Hitlerism could 
be put off no longer.3 

The year of 1939 seems no more a special turning-point from another viewpoint, 
more recent in its manifestation. It is becoming increasingly common to read that the 
Second World War did not properly begin until 1941. In that year the two states we 

now call superpowers entered the war, the theatres of conflict expanded to cover the 

whole globe, and the graffiti was on the wall for Nazism. The declaration of war by 
Britain and France on 3 September 1939 seems from this perspective to be a 

secondary matter.4 On the one hand normal peace seemed to have been dispelled well 
before the formal declaration of hostilities, perhaps as early as the bombing scare 
which led to the parking of anti-aircraft guns in plain view of the German Embassy in 
December 1938 and ended the fragile optimism of Munich. Sir Alexander Cadogan, 
Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, concluded on New Year's Eve 

1938, 'It seems to me that, unless there is revolution in Germany, we must flounder 
into war'.5 On the other hand, nothing of any consequence, either military or 

political, happened between the protagonists themselves until April 1940, when Scan 
dinavia and then France and the Low Countries began to fall like dominoes. It was 

not surprising that the very term 'war' was qualified by such words as 'phoney' in 

English, and 'dr?le* va French, when the promised western offensive turned out to 

mean the mass dropping of propaganda leaflets, and the demonic initiator of the 

conflict was looking for peace to break out after his victory in Poland. 
Both these perspectives contain important elements of truth. But each is also in 

danger of understating the obvious. Leaving on one side the fact that the war at sea 

was real enough from the outset, with the Graf Spee being sunk in December by 
British cruisers as far away as Montevideo, there are good reasons for seeing the 

choices made by Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, Stalin and the rest in 19396 as being 



Christopher Hill 321 

of crucial significance for the kind of war, and by extension the kind of peace, which 

eventually followed. 

Turning first to the view that by 1939 the shape of the coming war was already 
largely decided, it is worth pointing out that a war over Poland neither seemed nor 

was very likely in the aftermath of Munich, when the Warsaw government took the 

opportunity to emulate Berlin by taking Teschen from the helpless Czechs. Perhaps 
the exact spark for the war does not matter overmuch, just as Sarajevo, Serbia, and 
even Austria-Hungary were all overtaken by wider issues between 1914-18. And 
Poland was, after all, swallowed up by Hitler within a month, not to recover either its 

pre-war boundaries or its proper independence even after the total victory of 1945. If 
it had not been Poland there would have been some other casus belli. But when, and 

how? The British guarantee to Poland of 31 March may have been partly intended as 
a litmus test of future German intentions, but it was also motivated by the desire to 

warn, even deter, the F?hrer from further aggressions. 
This brings us to the link between the timing and the nature of the war. Broadly 

speaking, if the war had begun earlier, it is plausible to argue that Britain could have 
been defeated, given how close-run the Battle of Britain turned out to be. If it had 

begun later, allied preparations and rearmament might have been just sufficient to 
ensure the survival of France. Both these scenarios would have involved radically 
different outcomes for the balance of power in Europe and the world during the 
1940s and 1950s. The timing of the conflict was always going to be crucial given the 

uncertainties about each side's strength, and the race on the allied side to make up 
yawning deficiencies. In the nature of things we shall never be in a position to give 
confident answers to questions about who would have won a war started at any other 
time than the one which occurred, whether the date is 1936, 1938, or 1940. But we do 
know that the balance of advantage was slight, and easily turned by such matters as 

morale and outside assistance. In that case, the fact that Chamberlain committed 
Britain to war in the event of another unprovoked attack by Hitler, and that by 
explicitly guaranteeing Poland he may have even drawn the German fire, makes the 

change in British policy during the last two weeks of March 1939 of great interest and 

importance.7 
A related factor to that of timing is that of the allies with whose help the main 

parties went to war. The most powerful potential ally for each side was the Soviet 

Union, whose help the British Chiefs of Staff had said in March (only to be ignored 
by the Prime Minister) would be preferable to that of Poland if a choice had to be 
made. \t is plausible to argue that the British government never really intended 

seriously at any stage to tie itself closely to Moscow, and even if there were certain 
second thoughts in the early summer of 1939, by then the damage had been done by 
the failures in 1938 to think seriously about what Stalin might be able to offer the 

West. Yet the absence of a resuscitated triple entente did not mean automatically that 
the Soviet Union would be driven into the arms of Hitler. The Nazi-Soviet Pact 

which did in fact ensue was a very damaging further twist for the British and French, 
and it might conceivably have been avoided by more adroit or prescient British 

diplomacy. It altered the balance of power in general, it removed any hope of the 
second front which Chamberlain had talked about in March, by rendering Poland's 

position hopeless, and it was to place new dilemmas of the most acute kind before the 

governments in London and Paris?namely whether they should assist Finland 

against the Soviets, or whether there was the need (which they accepted in relation to 

Italy) for an active policy of carrot and stick to ensure that the USSR did not actually 
join the war on the Nazi side. Should Polish territory ultimately be liberated from the 
Russians as well as the Germans? 
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Thus 1939 not only seemed a year of profound importance and dramatic uncer 

tainty at the time, but it was also historically a time of genuine flux. There was no 
obvious and ineluctable role for the Soviet Union to play in any conflict between 
Nazism and the West, and all the various possibilities open to it would have had 

major effects in their different ways. Similarly, although from 1940 on it seemed that 
Hitler was always going to attack in the west at some point, this was the certainty 
born of hindsight and the fact that history had apparently vindicated those like 
Churchill who had been warning of the dangers posed by Hitler. But the attack of 

1940 actually came after both the declarations of war on Germany by Britain and 
France over an eastern European casus belli, and the persistent refusal of the western 

powers in the subsequent eight months to accept the demise of Poland as a fait 
accompli and thus negotiate a compromise peace. It was blinkered of Hitler to 
assume that he might be able to obtain such a peace in October 1939, and it is 

perfectly possible that he would in any case have attacked in the west on some not 

too-long-postponed occasion. But it is not beyond doubt that he would have done so. 
Even more arguable is the proposition that Hitler would have willy-nilly attacked 
France and Britain had the latter not acted on the commitment to Poland. Probably 
Hitler's unique blend of grand strategy and fanaticism would eventually have carried 
him into conflict with the other great powers, but had they first been prepared to 
allow him the free hand he sought in central Europe, that may well have been some 

years down the road, in which case?for good or ill?the course of history would 
have been different in many highly important details. 

The 1939-1941 watershed 

If 1939 was significant because it determined the battle-lines and nature of the 
conflict which ensued, it also initiated a two-year period which has been wrongly 
down-graded in recent years to the status of mere prologue to the world war proper, 
when the successor powers finally bestrode the stage. There are four main reasons 

why we should regard 1939-41 as a watershed and truly the beginning of world war. 

Firstly, the formal declarations of war by Britain and France were the most serious 
of commitments for those states and therefore for the international system in which 

they were a principal feature. In general, neither state had a history of backing out of 

military struggles once entered upon, and one or other had dominated international 
relations since 1660. Furthermore, their declared war aim after 3 September 1939 was 
the destruction of 'Hitlerism', meaning the overthrow of the regime which was 

posing such a challenge to their view of how international disputes should be 
resolved. This was always likely to involve a prolonged and desperate struggle, if not 
the policy of 'unconditional surrender' which gradually evolved. Chamberlain 
himself said (although this was partly for public relations purposes) that the war 
would last at least three years, and that the allies expected to win through the working 
of time in their favour. Thus the fact that three of the world's great powers found 
themselves at war on the evening of 3 September was just as serious a historical fact as 

it seemed to their sombre peoples at the time, its impact heightened by the proximity 
of the traumas of 1914-18, and the consequently strenuous efforts made at appease 
ment (in its initial sense of 'making peaceable') by so many in Britain and France. 

Peace was fought for for so long precisely because the old men did not forget: they 
knew what a declaration of war could lead to, and how difficult it would be to undo. 

The second reason for seeing these years as critical, is the perception of par 

ticipants themselves that what passed for normality in those grim twenty years since 
the armistice at Compi?gne was finally coming to an end. Despite the determination 
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of Chamberlain and Halifax to enjoy their fishing in August 1939 (more in the spirit 
of Pearl Harbor than Sir Francis Drake) most of the political classes on both sides of 
the Channel sensed that the knot of war was being pulled steadily tighter, in 

Khrushchev's graphic phrase about the Cuban missile crisis. Whatever the occasion 
and configuration of the future conflict, some testing of wills was coming to seem 
inevitable. It is true that this feeling of imminent crisis was not universal, and in 

particular that it was not even shared in the Axis countries, where success bred a 

lighter mood. But in Italy Ciano soon realized that the future of his country and all 

Europe was at stake, even though Mussolini had not yet entered the war; just as the 
German generals tried to point out to Hitler the dangers of contemplating an 
irrevocable attack on the West.8 For their part the neutral states, in their anxiety to 

avoid a cataclysm, spent much of the first year or more of war fostering peace feelers 
and mediation efforts.9 After the fall of France, of course, the entire world, listening 
to broadcasts from embattled Britain, could hardly avoid the image of Churchill and 
his country as virtually the only barrier to a global German hegemony. The struggle 
of 1940, then, was not seen in or out of Europe as a parochial, regional, concern. 

The third reason for seeing 1939 as initiating more than limited war is the fact that, 
Britain and France involved their colonial possessions in the conflict, and more 

revealingly, that (as in 1914) the independent British Dominions freely chose to fight 
on the side of their mother-country?even if in South Africa it was not without an 
internal crisis over the decision. The territory of the Dominions remained untouched 

by war in these early years but their very participation acted as a warning to Berlin 
that even the successful defeat and occupation of Britain would not necessarily end 
the contest. Just as de Gaulle was to fight on from London, so a British government 
in exile would be able to mobilize its forces from Ottawa, Canberra, Pretoria and 

Wellington, not to mention India and the other colonies. The Royal Navy would find 

many welcome harbours, and would not have to suffer the fate of the French at Mers 
el-Kebir. The United States was not certain at any time to enter the war, but the 
British would be waiting for them when they did. Whether Hitler considered this 
scenario is not known, or whether it helped to deter him from launching 'Operation 
Sealion', but the fact of fighting against the British and French empires presented 
very different problems from those posed by the blitzkreigs against Czechoslovakia, 
Poland and Norway.10 The notion of the decisive victory would not be so easy to 

apply in this new, larger-scale, war. 

This was also the consequence of our fourth factor, the likelihood of other states 

being drawn into the kind of war that started in September 1939, by virtue of the 

identity of the protagonists and the nature of their strategies. On the Anglo-French 
side the hope of victory lay (in so far as it was thought through) in blockade, internal 

upheaval in Germany, and the likelihood of the United States' eventual entry. The 

push therefore, was inherently towards broadening the war. As the first two 
Ministers of Economic Warfare were to discover, even attempts at a modest blockade 

inevitably brought Britain into conflict with states like Italy and Spain, risking their 

hostility.11 
On the German side, the very tactics which had brought Hitler such success, those 

of blatant power politics and surprise attack, always carried with them the risks of 
failure followed by escalating conflict (as was to be the case with the Soviet Union 
and the United States in turn). But there was also the probability, whether for reasons 
of economic or political need, that the National Socialist revolution had to keep 
moving to survive, so that by its nature Hitler's strategy would never be limited to a 

particular geographical zone. It was entirely consistent with the decisions taken on 3 

September, when hostilities?having finally begun?quickly widened to include 
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Scandinavia, Italy, the Balkans, and North Africa, quite apart from the war in the 
Atlantic. Well before Hitler put Barbarossa into operation against the Soviets, and 

six months later declared war also on the United States, one of the greatest struggles 
in history was under way. If some areas of the globe were left untouched, so were 

some even after 1941, such as the Americas, sub-Saharan Africa, Australia and parts 
of east Asia. 

That 1939 was significant for itself and for its initiation of a world crisis (as 
Churchill referred to 1914-18, with only a little less justice) was a truism to the 

generation which lived through the Second World War and its aftermath. It is one 

which bears re-stating now because of the tendency of the revisionism which comes 

with time to bring new perspectives, in this case by too great a swing of the pendulum 
and too great an emphasis on the war as the midwife of superpower bipolarity. The 
events of 1939 were not predetermined in the way that they happened, and the great 
war they began contained fatal hinge-points of history even in its first two years. The 

anniversary we are remembering is therefore one of significance as well as poignancy. 

What kind of new era? 

But what of the longer-term effects of the cataclysm which 1939 began? It is almost 

enough to list the sufferings of millions, which live on through generations in such 

phenomena as commitment to the state of Israel, and the Soviet Union's enforcement 

of a cordon sanitaire. What we also need, however, is some sense of how the quality 
of international relations was affected by the abandonment of the relatively 

optimistic assumptions prevalent between the wars. Did the post-war era see a 

reversion to the sceptical realpolitik of Bismarck and Salisbury? 
In the same year as the outbreak of war, E. H. Carr published a book, subse 

quently to become a classic of the young academic field of International Relations, 
which he called The Twenty Years' Crisis, thereby already consigning what we now 

think of as the inter-war period to the past, and presaging the major changes which 

crises tend to unleash. In this work, often caricatured as a clarion call for realism, 
Carr discussed the tension which exists in international politics between Utopian 

thinking and the element of power, concluding that both were necessary but that 

utopianism which neglected power was bound to prove fatal. 

Yet Carr went further, to a statement about the ending of a particular historical 

era. He argued that 

The inner meaning of the modern international crisis is the collapse of the 

whole structure of utopianism based on the concept of the harmony of 

interests. The present generation will have to rebuild from the foundations.12 

The French revolution had unleashed a century-and-a-half of idealism, about first 

the rights of men, the rights of nations, and then the rights of classes, complicated 

subsequently by the perverted idealism of social Darwinism. This had inevitably 

spilled over into relations between states, which had been tolerable while British 

hegemony provided a certain stability, but only served to fuel further the rivalries 

between equals which characterized the period starting around 1890. The prudential 
dictates of professional diplomacy were a flimsy barrier to the powerful currents of 

nationalism. Equally, by 1939 

the easy assumptions that what was good for one was good for all . . . that 

what was economically right could not be morally wrong (and) that inter 

national conflicts were merely the transient products of avoidable misunder 

standing or curable ill-will [were] beyond recall.13 
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The assumptions described by Carr are essentially those of liberalism in its inter 
national manifestation, which made influential appearances with Kant and Cobden 
in the nineteenth century, and reached the zenith of its influence on the world of 

policy between 1919-29. The events of the late thirties therefore represented the crisis 
of liberalism and its apparent failure to succeed realpolitik as the dominant paradigm 
of practical international relations.14 

Certainly what academics now label 'realism' received a powerful boost after the 

failure of moralism-legalism, and then appeasement. The distrustful attitudes of 

both east and west in the immediate aftermath of the war, and the rapid deepening of 

the cold war are both evidence of that. The tendency for states to seek safety in 

alliances, to over-insure in defence capabilities, and to down-play their expectations 
of international organization, all demonstrate realism's persistence through the 
whole of what we still term the 'post-war era'.15 Pacifism, even pacificism, was 

relegated once more to the fringes of political life.I6 The arrival of nuclear weapons, 
and the grim acceptance by both sides of the need for a division of Europe, restored 

the concept of the balance of power to a central position in most mental maps of the 

international system. The ideological antagonism between the United States and the 
Soviet Union was, it is true, rooted in the political life of the twenties and thirties, but 
it was given its force and dangerous practical expression through the geo-politics of 

the post-war order. 

Yet it is not true to argue, as it has been said about the evolution of international 

thought, that 'with the outbreak of the Second World War, realism was wholly 
reasserted'.17 Whether in the world of ideas or the realm of policy, change is more 

subtle and usually involves the overlapping of competing paradigms, either as one set 

of assumptions is gradually superseded by another, or as separate issue-areas are 

governed by distinct, even contradictory principles. It is from such complexity that 
much of the confusion and vacillation that we can see afflicting policy-makers, 
particularly in periods like that of 1919-39, derives. 

After 1945, for example, the liberal principle did not disappear from international 
relations. Rather, it re-emerged in a more circumscribed form. The creation of the 

United Nations at San Francisco in 1945 may soon have seemed a veneer over the 

substance of East-West antagonism, but it was also an assertion of the view that 
international order depended upon the prior notion of a community of states, and a 

community which was characterized as far as possible by universal membership. 
Furthermore, the concept of international organization itself had not been totally 
discredited by the experience of the League, so that the UN was set up with a greater 
role for the Secretary-General and a whiff of real supranational power for the 

Security Council, even if, in practice, the concession of the veto was for a time to 
disable that institution and prevent the Military Staff Committee (which President 
Gorbachev has recently shown interest in reviving), from getting beyond the first 
hurdle. 

The United Nations, of course, tried to rectify the deficiencies of the League 
further by overcoming the divorce of politics and economics endemic in liberal 

thinking, and which had so clearly contributed to the rise of Fascism. The con 
struction of an associated system of agencies to deal with economic and social 

questions, actually dating from the Bretton Woods agreement the year before San 

Francisco, was a recognition of past failures, but hardly a symbol of the resurgence 
of power politics at the expense of liberalism. The International Monetary Fund and 
the World Bank both embodied Keynesian assumptions about the link between state 

action and socio-economic well-being, while avoiding the extremes of the laissez-faire 
or communist alternatives. Similarly the GATT and the Economic and Social 
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Council of the United Nations both represented the paradoxical but still liberal view 

that in future autarky and depression could be avoided by seeking to manage inter 
national economic relations.18 This would at once create a framework of co 

operation that could prevent the disastrous spiral downwards of sauve qui peut 

policies, and allow free trade and private enterprise to flourish on a global basis. The 
fact that the socialist countries either chose to be or were (as in the case of the 

Marshall Plan) effectively excluded from this new system, does not invalidate the 

point that the war did not destroy liberal internationalism. In many ways it grafted a 
more cautious, refurbished, version ofthat philosophy, dominant in some key areas 

and influential in most, on to a central acceptance of the need to take geo-political 
realities into account. This produced a world of 'defencism' and alliances, but not a 

simple throwback to the competitive fluidity of pre-1914.19 
A good example of the way in which a transmogrified liberalism survived alongside 

the renewed respect for power politics, was the Franco-German relationship. After 
three dramatic conflicts inside seventy-five years, France had finally succeeded in 

breaking apart the state created by Bismarck and enlarged by Hitler. The separation 
of the two Germanys into two mutually antagonistic halves, to say nothing of their 

hemming in by treaties, alliances and foreign garrisons, was certainly a triumph for 

power and order over co-operation and trust. However, this was not the whole story. 
Within fifteen years of the end of the war a Coal and Steel Community initially 

designed to prevent the Ruhr ever again being used as the foundation of German 

military might had evolved into the basis of the European Economic Community?a 
historically unique forum for co-operation based on real derogations of sovereignty. 
At the same time, a range of cultural activities like twin-towning were binding the 

French and German peoples together to the point where today their bilateral relation 

ship is stronger than any other on the Continent. The grim logic of realism cannot by 
itself account for such developments. 

At a less tangible level, there is also the question of values. The allies claimed to be 

fighting the war for democracy, and in the sense of the survival of their own inde 

pendence as democratic regimes this was true. It was much less true, of course, of the 

Polish state they went to war to restore, and the human rights issues which later 

moved into the foreground arising from the concern to free the peoples of occupied 

Europe from Gestapo tyranny. But wars are invariably governed by the law of 
unintended consequences, and in fact the Second World War has become the greatest 
(perhaps the only) symbol of a just inter-state war in modern times. As such, it has 
continued to have profound effects beyond the immediate re-ordering of frontiers 
and the eradication of Hitlerism. The United Nations Charter is significantly 
changed from the Covenant of the League, containing references to the rights of indi 
vidual human beings, and the duties of states to protect them, even in the social and 

economic spheres. It was the harbinger of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights of 1948 which developed such ideas more fully and systematically, and itself 
has acted as a marker point for such later developments as the Helsinki Accords of 
1975. 

The realist naturally claims that statements of this kind are mere rhetoric, cynically 

exploited by states. In so doing he or she overlooks the power of ideas, and the geist, 
which can shape the aspirations of millions and therefore let loose immense political 
forces. Where these ideas, or dominant beliefs, come from, is of course the question. 
But it would be perverse to argue that the experience of the war, itself a product of a 

structural breakdown in international relations, did not leave a particular legacy at 

the level of values as well as the correlation of forces. In the case of 1939-45 the 

legacy had to do with: a renewal of the determination to build peace at least in 
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western Europe, a strong reinforcing of the norms against force as a legitimate 
instrument of statecraft, an incidental boost to the forces of anti-colonialism, and the 

laying of the foundations of a concern for human rights which is gradually beginning 
to bear fruit. In all of these respects the impact of the values associated with the 

victory secured in 1945 has been contradictory, slow-burning, but also substantial. 
The war which began in 1939 was as savage as any. Those fighting against Fascism 

found it necessary to bomb cities to the point of extinction, and eventually to use the 
nuclear weapon. In victory they fell back on an adversarial structure of international 
relations which threatened at regular intervals over the next forty years to destroy 
civilized life on the planet. The apparent benevolence of the various sub-systems they 
created to manage international affairs was often vitiated by their clearly hegemonial 
structure?whether in Bretton Woods or Comecon, the UN Security Council or the 

North-South dialogue. Yet if, towards the end of his life, E. H. Carr looked back on 
The Twenty Years' Crisis, he must have felt that the central claim of that book was 

being gradually validated as a result of the tectonic shifts of the war. He had said: 

In practice, we know that peaceful change can only be achieved through a 

compromise between the Utopian conception of a common feeling of right 
and the realist conception of a mechanical adjustment to a changed equi 
librium of forces.20 

Rather than the Second World War bringing about the death of liberal inter 
nationalism and the triumph of realism, the character of the major relationships in 
the international system has in fact been subtly changing to allow fewer wild swings 
of the pendulum between abstract social engineering and cynical power reduc 
tionism. In this, 1939 is perhaps a more hopeful symbol than 1789 or 1917, which 
both provoked violent reactions to the changes they initiated. The moral demands 

made on governments, whether to do with justice between or within states, are 

increasingly being accepted as legitimate contributions to the intellectual soil from 
which policy grows, while theorists and pressure-groups have come to realize that 
their prescriptions need to take account of the peculiar nature and dangers of a 

community dominated by states. At the international level liberalism has taken 
realism into account, while realism is now hemmed in by liberalism. In this sense, 

although the majority of those alive in 1989 may see the conflict which began fifty 
years ago as merely the last spasm of a decaying European hegemony, their very 
security and quality of life continues to be dependent on knowledge gleaned painfully 
from what may this time be the world war to end world wars. 
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