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FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 

Was ist am 1. September 1939 geschehen? 
Beginning of World War II (1939-1945) 

World War II 
Though it started half a century ago, 

its meaning is only starting to become clear 
Fifty years ago Germany invaded 

Poland and launched World War II. It 
was a global battle that used the most 
up-to-date marvels of 20th-century 
technology to introduce new hor
rors, like saturation bombing, gas 
chambers and, of course, the atomic 
bomb. 

It left SO million dead, Europe di
vided, whole countries prostrate, and 
a new totalitarian dictator, the Soviet 
Union's Joseph Stalin, confronting 
the West. Looking back, it seems 
amazing that the world has avoided a 
nuclear World War ill. 

And yet, as if in celebration of this 
golden anniversary, the prospects of 
global conflict seem more remote 
than at any time in the last seven 
decades. This outcome is not uncon
nected with the kind of war that 
began in 1939. · 

It was the last war that clearly 
pitted good against evil, democratic 
regimes against a totalitarian mad· 
man bent on dominating the world. 
While books like Paul Fussell's War
time remind us that the Allied war 
effort has been sentimentalized in 
America, where bombs never fe"JJ, 
the fact remains that this war was a 
confrontation between totally for
eign value systems, one anti-demo· 
cratic, believing in purity of blood 
and the extermination of "inferior" 
races, the other based on law and 
governments chosen by the people. 

The defeat of the Nazis, which 
unfortunately required an alliance 
with Stalin, strengthened American 
self-confidence. Unlike the destruc
tive aftermath of World War I. the 
vanquished- Germany and Japan -

were not crushed by demands for 
reparations, but rather aided to de· 
v~lop democratic institutions of 
their own. 

America could not "liberate" the 
East bloc from Soviet rule, but nei
ther could Stalin or his successors 
intimidate a self-confident United 
States. The knowlege of the horrors 
of The Bomb - learned at terrible 
expense from Hiroshima- tempered 
the strategies of key superpower offi· 
cJals, even if a few may have fanta
sized about nuclear victory, and led 
to a standoff. Communist rulers, un
like Hitler, hoped their val ue system 
would triumph through the self-de
struction of democratic capitalism, 
not by war. 

They got it all wrong. Ironically, 
even as American self-confidence 
has begun to wane, the world is wit· 
ncssing the most stunning develop· 
ment of the post-World War II era. 
Fifty years after Hitler tried to con· 
quer the world. communism's top gu
rus have admitted they have no hope 
of doing the same. It is the East bloc 
that is self-destructing, the commu
nist philosophy discredited, its eco
nomic experiments a bitter failure. 
Long-suffering Poland, raped on 
Sept. 1, 1939, may finally achieve 
some form of democratic rule. 

ln the end the paramount lesson 
of World War II may be one that was 
only partially understood then, but 
seems clearer now. As the new mil
lenium nears, it's evident that this 
has become the century of democra
cy's triumph. The brutal utopianism 
of both Hitler and Stalin has failed. 


