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International
Relations
Edward Hallett Carr's *The
Twenty Years' Crisis, 1919-1939:
An Introduction to the Study of
International Relations* remains a
seminal work in the field of
international relations. Published
in 1939, just as the Second World
War was erupting, Carr's
insightful analysis of the interwar
period provides a timeless
critique of utopian idealism in
international affairs and its
disastrous consequences. This
article delves into the key
arguments of this influential
book, examining its impact on the
study of international relations
theory, its critique of liberal
idealism, its enduring relevance
to understanding power politics,
and its exploration of realism in
international affairs. We will also
consider its lasting legacy and its
continuing relevance in the 21st
century.



The Twenty Years Crisis 1919 1939
Edward Hallett Carr

The Twenty Years Crisis 1919 1939
Edward Hallett Carr

3

The Failure of
Utopian Idealism:
Carr's Central
Thesis
Carr’s central argument is a
scathing critique of the "utopian"
idealism that dominated
international relations after the
First World War. He argues that
this approach, prevalent in the
League of Nations and among
many intellectuals, fundamentally
misunderstood the nature of
international politics. Idealists,
Carr contended, prioritized
morality and international
cooperation, neglecting the
crucial role of power, national
interest, and the realities of the
international system. This naive
faith in reason and shared values,
he posited, failed to account for
the persistent pursuit of national
interests, often at the expense of
international harmony. This
blindness to the harsh realities of
power politics, Carr argued,
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paved the way for the
catastrophic failures of the
interwar period, ultimately
culminating in the Second World
War. He effectively challenges the
prevailing post-World War I
peace plans, highlighting their
inherent flaws stemming from
this idealistic approach.

Realism and Power
Politics: A Counter-
Narrative
In contrast to utopian idealism,
Carr championed a realist
approach to international
relations. This meant recognizing
the fundamental role of power in
shaping international outcomes.
He emphasized the importance of
national interests, the limitations
of international law and
institutions in the absence of a
powerful enforcer, and the
persistent competition between
states for power and resources.
Carr's realism wasn't cynical; it
was pragmatic. He recognized the
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limitations of morality in the
anarchic international system,
arguing that while ethical
considerations are important,
they must be grounded in a
realistic assessment of power
dynamics. This forms a key
component of his foreign policy
analysis.

Carr's analysis of the League of
Nations exemplifies his realist
perspective. He argued that its
failure stemmed from its idealistic
foundations, its inability to
effectively address power
imbalances, and its lack of
enforcement mechanisms. The
League, he pointed out, was
ultimately powerless to prevent
the aggressive actions of
revisionist powers like Germany
and Japan, revealing the
limitations of relying solely on
moral suasion and international
cooperation.
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The Role of History
and Ideology in
International
Relations
A unique aspect of Carr's work is
his emphasis on the interaction
between history and ideology in
shaping international relations.
He argued that ideologies,
particularly those driven by
utopian ideals, often obscured the
realities of power politics. His
analysis of the interwar period
shows how different ideologies –
liberalism, fascism, communism –
profoundly influenced the foreign
policies of states, often leading to
conflict. He understood that these
ideological clashes were not
merely abstract debates but had
profound practical consequences
in terms of state behavior and
international relations. He deftly
highlights this by examining the
historical context of the
Treaty of Versailles and its
unintended consequences.
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The Enduring
Legacy of "The
Twenty Years'
Crisis"
*The Twenty Years' Crisis*
remains a highly influential text in
international relations theory. Its
realist perspective has
significantly shaped subsequent
scholarship, particularly within
the neorealist school of thought.
While some criticize Carr for a
perceived overemphasis on
power and a downplaying of the
role of international law and
institutions, his emphasis on the
importance of understanding
power dynamics and the
limitations of utopian ideals
continues to resonate with
scholars today. His insights into
the interplay of ideology and
power, and the dangers of
neglecting the realities of the
international system, remain
strikingly relevant in a world
characterized by persistent power
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competition and ideological
divisions. His work serves as a
crucial warning against the
dangers of ignoring the brutal
realities of power politics in the
pursuit of idealistic goals.

FAQ: Clarifying Key
Aspects of Carr's
Work
Q1: What is the central
argument of *The Twenty
Years' Crisis*?

A1: Carr's central argument
critiques the utopian idealism
that dominated post-World War I
international relations. He argues
that this idealism, prioritizing
morality and cooperation over
power and national interest,
failed to adequately address the
realities of the international
system, ultimately contributing to
the outbreak of World War II. He
proposes a realist perspective
that acknowledges the crucial
role of power and national
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interest.

Q2: How does Carr define
utopian idealism?

A2: Carr identifies utopian
idealism as a belief in the
possibility of achieving lasting
peace and cooperation through
moral persuasion and
international institutions, without
adequately considering the
persistent role of power politics
and national interests in shaping
state behavior. This approach, he
argues, is overly optimistic and
ignores the realities of
international anarchy.

Q3: What are the main
criticisms of Carr's work?

A3: Some critics argue that Carr's
realism is overly deterministic,
potentially neglecting the role of
agency and the potential for
cooperation. Others find his
emphasis on power to be
excessively cynical, overlooking
the impact of international law,
norms, and institutions. Finally,
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some argue that his historical
analysis is selective and
overlooks certain aspects of the
interwar period.

Q4: How is Carr's work
relevant to contemporary
international relations?

A4: Carr's emphasis on power
politics, national interest, and the
limitations of utopian idealism
remains highly relevant. The
persistent conflicts and
challenges in the contemporary
international system – from great
power competition to the rise of
nationalism – demonstrate the
continuing validity of his analysis.
His work serves as a cautionary
tale against simplistic solutions to
complex international problems.

Q5: What is the relationship
between Carr's work and
neorealism?

A5: Carr's work is considered a
precursor to neorealism, a major
school of thought in international
relations theory. Neorealists, like
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Kenneth Waltz, built upon Carr's
realist framework by focusing on
the structural constraints of the
international system (anarchy) in
shaping state behavior. While
they differ in their emphasis,
Carr's influence on neorealism is
undeniable.

Q6: What is the significance
of Carr's historical analysis in
his book?

A6: Carr's historical analysis of
the interwar period is integral to
his argument. By examining the
failures of the League of Nations
and the rise of aggressive
powers, he uses historical
evidence to support his critique of
utopian idealism and to illustrate
the importance of a realist
understanding of international
politics. His historical approach is
crucial to grounding his
theoretical arguments.

Q7: How did the context of
1939 influence Carr's writing?

A7: The imminent outbreak of
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World War II profoundly shaped
Carr's analysis. Writing as the
world teetered on the brink of
another devastating conflict, his
critique of utopian idealism
gained urgency and his realist
perspective appeared particularly
prescient. The looming war
provided a powerful backdrop for
his arguments about the dangers
of neglecting the role of power in
international affairs.

Q8: What are the key
takeaways from reading *The
Twenty Years' Crisis*?

A8: Reading Carr's work offers
several key takeaways. Firstly, it
underscores the critical
importance of acknowledging
power dynamics in international
relations. Secondly, it cautions
against the dangers of unchecked
idealism, which can lead to
unrealistic expectations and
ineffective policies. Finally, it
provides a nuanced
understanding of the interplay
between ideology, power, and
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national interest in shaping state
behavior and international
outcomes. It encourages a
pragmatic and historically
informed approach to studying
international affairs.

Re-examining the
Interwar Period: A
Deep Dive into
Carr's "The Twenty
Years' Crisis"
Edward Hallett Carr's seminal
work, "The Twenty Years' Crisis,
1919-1939," remains a key text
for understanding the chaotic
period between the two World
Wars. Published in 1939, just as
the shadow of another global
conflict loomed large, the book
offered a provocative critique of
the prevailing utopian approach
to international relations, arguing
that it had fundamentally
collapsed. This article will
examine Carr's central
arguments, his impactful
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methodology, and the enduring
significance of his work for
understanding international
politics today.

Carr's primary rebuke was
directed at the prevailing liberal
internationalist school of thought,
which he depicted as hopelessly
removed from the realities of
power politics. These thinkers, he
argued, unrealistically believed in
the possibility of perpetual peace
through international cooperation
and the dominion of law,
overlooking the incessant role of
national interests and the
inevitable struggle for power. He
famously compared "Utopian"
theories with "Realist"
approaches, arguing that the
former overlooked the
fundamental forces of
international relations, while the
latter provided a more precise –
albeit gloomy – understanding.

A central tenet of Carr's analysis
was the inherent tension between
morality and power in
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international affairs. He argued
that while moral principles are
important, they cannot be
successfully applied without a
clear understanding of the
distribution of power and the
attainment of national interests.
The League of Nations, for
example, was, in Carr's view, a
imperfect institution because it
sought to impose moral principles
without adequately considering
the realities of power. Its failure
to prevent the outbreak of World
War II, he argued, was a direct
outcome of this basic flaw.

Carr's methodology was
evidentiary, deriving heavily from
historical analysis. He
meticulously studied the events
leading up to World War I and the
subsequent post-war period,
highlighting the deficiencies of
both the Treaty of Versailles and
the League of Nations. His work
wasn't simply a temporal
account, however; it served as a
sharp criticism of prevalent
political beliefs. He effectively
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showed how the failure to
account for power dynamics
rendered idealistic solutions
futile.

The impact of "The Twenty Years'
Crisis" has been substantial. It is
widely regarded as a foundational
text within the field of
International Relations,
significantly influencing the
development of Realism as a
dominant theoretical framework.
Carr's conclusions continue to
resonate today, particularly in the
face of ongoing global problems
such as great power rivalry,
international terrorism, and the
proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction.

Carr’s work, however, is not
without its detractors. Some
argue that his emphasis on power
politics disregards the importance
of international law, cooperation,
and ethical considerations. Others
criticize his pessimism and
predetermined view of history.
Nonetheless, his impact to the
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study of international relations
remains invaluable. His work
forces us to confront the
uncomfortable facts about power,
interests, and the challenges of
building a more peaceful and
equitable international order.

In summary, Edward Hallett
Carr's "The Twenty Years' Crisis"
offers a persuasive and lasting
analysis of the interwar period,
providing crucial knowledge into
the nuances of international
relations. His evaluation of liberal
internationalism, his emphasis on
the role of power, and his factual
methodology continue to inform
debates within the field. While his
work may be debated, its
enduring relevance is undeniable,
serving as a constant reminder of
the hazards of ignoring the
realities of power politics in the
pursuit of international peace and
stability.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs):
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1. What is the central
argument of "The Twenty
Years' Crisis"? Carr's central
argument criticizes the idealistic
approach to international
relations prevalent in the interwar
period, arguing that it failed to
account for the realities of power
politics and national interests. He
advocates for a more realistic
understanding of international
relations that acknowledges the
inherent tension between
morality and power.

2. How does Carr's work relate
to Realism in International
Relations? Carr's book is
considered a foundational text in
the development of Realism,
significantly influencing its
emphasis on power, national
interest, and the limitations of
international cooperation in
achieving peace.

3. What are the main
criticisms of Carr's work?
Critics argue that Carr's emphasis
on power politics downplays the
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role of international law,
cooperation, and ethical
considerations. His pessimistic
view of history and his seemingly
deterministic approach have also
been subject to criticism.

4. What is the lasting
relevance of "The Twenty
Years' Crisis"? The book’s
enduring relevance stems from
its insightful analysis of power
dynamics and the persistent
challenges of building a more
peaceful international order. Its
lessons remain pertinent in
understanding contemporary
great power competition and
other global challenges.
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