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preface a nd ack now ledgemen ts

a book on the modern history of democracy in Eu rope does, I suspect, 
require  little justification. Over the years I have been researching and writ-
ing about democracy in twentieth- century Eu rope, I have become con-
scious of how the past has been increasingly invaded by the pre sent. What 
began as a historical act of reconstruction has become enmeshed in recent 
years in the fierce debates about democracy that have come to the fore in 
Eu rope as a  whole, and within its national and local cultures. This book 
 will, I hope, be a contribution to  those wider discussions. But it studies 
democracy primarily through the prism of history. It is not an attempt to 
explain the pre sent through the past, and it avoids present- minded con-
cepts of the crisis of democracy or its impending demise. Instead, I hope 
that the book demonstrates how democracy became a deeply embedded 
ele ment of Western Eu rope’s po liti cal and social cultures in the de cades 
 after 1945. Democracy was not just a po liti cal regime. It became part of 
Eu rope’s identity, and how post- war generations of Eu ro pe ans defined 
who they  were, and how they lived their lives. Democracy does of course 
have to change to adapt to changes in society and in po liti cal aspirations; 
and the latter chapters of this book attempt to explain how dissatisfac-
tion with the existing models of democracy developed in Eu rope from the 
1960s onwards, and have contributed to the present- day sense of crisis.

This is emphatically a Eu ro pean book: in terms of its subject  matter, 
the sources on which it draws, the vari ous locations where it was writ-
ten, and above all the  people who have assisted me along the way. Con-
temporary Eu ro pean history is a collaborative exercise, and I have long 
felt myself to be very fortunate in the ways that I have benefited from 
discussions with colleagues across Eu rope. During the preparation of this 
book, I have been especially grateful for the advice, friendship, guidance, 
and innumerable other forms of assistance I have received from Christian 
Bailey, Tom Buchanan, Camilo Erlichman, Robert Gerwarth, John- Paul 
Ghobrial, José Gotovitch, John Horne, Pieter Lagrou, Colin Lucas, Jim 
McMillan, Jeppe Nevers, Phil Nord, Kiran Patel, Alex Paulin- Booth, 
Johanna Rainio, Peter Romijn, Alexis Schwarzenbach, and Mary Vincent. 
In addition, I am indebted to a number of long- standing friends whose 
support I value greatly; notably, Henrietta Foster, David Grogan, Mario 
Nehrlich, and Lut Van Daele.  Family is of course the network through 



[ x ] preface and acknowledgements

which we most readily access the recent past. As mischance would have it, 
almost all of  those who surrounded me during my early life died within a 
short period of time while I was writing this book. They  were all in their 
diff er ent ways witnesses to Eu rope’s Demo cratic Age, and I would like to 
acknowledge the enduring influence of my parents Joan and Steve Con-
way, my aunt Joan Meadows, my  uncles Vivian and George Conway, my 
godfather Bill Blake, and my cousin Susan Conway.

I am indebted to my colleagues and students in Balliol College and 
the History Faculty in Oxford, who have provided many diff er ent forms 
of assistance and, most importantly, have provided me with the stimulus 
of participating in a scholarly community of teaching and research. I am 
also one of very many who have been fortunate to benefit from the unfail-
ing professionalism of Isabel Holowaty and her colleagues in the Bodle-
ian Library in Oxford. Much of this book was written in Combe in West 
Oxfordshire, and I am indebted to a number of neighbours and friends— 
especially David Cotterill, Elizabeth Davies, Chris McGrath, Christopher 
Williamson, and Jo Willis- Bund— for their encouragement and com pany. 
Other sections of the book  were written, and much of the thinking about it 
was undertaken, in Isenay, a small village in the Nièvre in central France. 
I am especially grateful for the support and friendship  there of Philippe 
and Anne- Marie Lafaye, and Daniel and Marie- Claire Kieffer, along with 
many  others.

I am most grateful to Ben Tate and his colleagues at Prince ton Uni-
versity Press for their professional assistance and support in bringing this 
book to publication. During the production of the book, I have been par-
ticularly indebted to the skills of Maia Vaswani for her expert copyediting 
of the text.

My greatest debt, as always, is to Nick Conway and Denise Cripps. 
It is conventional to apologise for the way in which writing a book has 
distracted an author from  family and other responsibilities. But I think 
that the experience of researching and writing this book, the time we have 
spent together, and the discussions it has prompted, has had the oppo-
site consequence. This is a book which has benefited immeasurably from 
them; and in return it is dedicated to them.
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A Demo cratic Age

speaking at the conference held by the Congress of Cultural Free-
dom in West Berlin in June 1960, the highly influential French po liti cal 
phi los o pher Raymond Aron (1905–83) reflected on the demo cratic stabi-
lization that he believed had occurred in Eu rope, west of the Iron Curtain, 
since the Second World War.1 Compared with the destructive strug gles 
of ideology, class, and ethnicity that had marked the first half of the twen-
tieth  century in Eu rope, Aron argued that a new form of industrial society 
had emerged in the fifteen years since the war, characterized by repre-
sentative demo cratic institutions and guarantees of personal freedom. 
Stability was not, of course, guaranteed. As he readily admitted, the recent 
collapse of the Fourth Republic in France in 1958, and its replacement by 
the presidential Fifth Republic headed by Charles de Gaulle, demonstrated 
that  there was no determinism to the pro cess whereby socio- economic 
modernization led to po liti cal stability. And yet what Aron termed the 
démocraties stabilisées or pacifiées that had taken root in Western Eu rope 
since the Second World War  were more than the by- product of the po liti cal 
immobilism imposed on Eu rope, west and east, by the Cold War. In Aron’s 
view, they marked the coming of age of a new model of Western Eu ro pean 
government and society, which had not so much resolved the divisions of 
the past as rendered them obsolete through a combination of economic 
prosperity, effective governmental action, and social compromise. Just as 
nobody would seriously imagine a renewed Franco- German war, so the 

1. Raymond Aron, “Les institutions politiques de l’occident dans le monde du XXe 
siècle,” in La démocratie à l’épreuve du XXe siècle, by Aron, A. Schlesinger, G. Arciniegas, 
A. K. Brohi, M. Berger and F. Bondy (Paris, 1960), 11–15.
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po liti cal conflicts between the extremes of communism and fascism had 
been transcended by a hegemonic democracy. Given the broad agreement 
that he believed now existed regarding the essential nature of the po liti-
cal system, Aron argued that debate within the Western democracies had 
shifted to essentially secondary issues, such as the role the state should 
assume in economic policy- making, and the relative priorities to accord to 
goals of equality and liberty.2

The location, the event, the date, and the individual are all essential 
ele ments for understanding Aron’s thesis of the demo cratic stabilization 
of Western Eu rope. Nowhere in Eu rope  were the shadows of the Second 
World War and of the Cold War more pre sent than in the western half 
of the divided former capital of Germany. West Berlin had become dur-
ing the Soviet- imposed blockade of 1948 an exceptional place, where the 
ruins of the capital of Hitler’s Third Reich and the present- day real ity of 
the Cold War partition of Europe—as expressed by Berlin’s four zones of 
Allied military occupation— appeared to be projected, as it  were, on to 
the topography of the city.3 West Berlin became, in the loaded language 
of the time, an outpost of freedom, juxtaposed starkly against the Soviet 
military occupation of eastern Germany and the institutions of the Com-
munist German Demo cratic Republic established in East Berlin from 
1949. During the 1950s, the Cold War tensions had receded somewhat 
from Berlin, but they would return suddenly and dramatically a year  after 
Aron’s speech, when in August 1961 the Soviet and East German authori-
ties abruptly ended  free passage between the Soviet- controlled east of the 
city and the three zones of West Berlin. The Berlin Wall, which divided 
East and West Berlin in the most stark manner pos si ble, rapidly became 
both the dominant physical symbol of the Cold War partition of Eu rope, 
and, during the tense military and diplomatic stand- off that followed its 
construction, the most likely stimulus to full- scale conflict between the 
opposing camps.4 Appearance did not entirely match real ity. What ever the 
fears of a military confrontation between the Soviet and American forces 
based in the city, the closing off of the porous frontier between the Soviet- 
controlled sector of Berlin and the west of the city removed an anomaly 
and contributed to the pervasive stabilization that characterized the Cold 

2. Raymond Aron, “Institutions politiques de l’occident,” 11–42. See also his very similar 
argument in “La société industrielle et les dialogues politiques de l’occident,” in Colloques 
de Rheinfelden, by Aron, G. Kennan, and R. Oppenheimer (Paris, 1960), 9–38.

3. J. Evans, Life among the Ruins: Cityscape and Sexuality in Cold War Berlin (Bas-
ingstoke, UK, 2011).

4. P. Ahonen, Death at the Berlin Wall (Oxford, 2011).
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War within Eu rope during the 1960s.5 In the context of the time, how-
ever, the crisis of 1961 gave new force to the image of Berlin as the pre- 
eminent Cold War city: the place where east and west, and more especially 
the po liti cal and cultural systems that they represented, confronted each 
other with implacable directness.6

It was therefore no accident that West Berlin was chosen by the Con-
gress for Cultural Freedom (CCF) as the location of its 1960 conference. 
The CCF established itself as the quin tes sen tial institution of Cold War 
liberalism.7 Its inaugural conference had also been held in the city at the 
post- war peak of the Cold War in June 1950, assembling an eclectic array 
of prominent western intellectuals in defence of the values of cultural 
and intellectual freedom and to protest against the oppression of artists, 
writers, and scientists in Soviet- controlled Central and Eastern Eu rope. 
Funded from the outset by the CIA through a variety of front organisa-
tions, the CCF was one of the key institutions of an American cultural 
diplomacy that sought to assert the values of individual liberty as a means 
of countering the appeal exercised by Communism in the immediate post- 
war years over many western intellectuals. Yet, though its propagandistic 
purposes always remained close to the surface, the success of the CCF’s 
initial conference, as well as the broader progression of the Cold War, led 
to an evolution in the purposes and character of the Congress. The emer-
gency atmosphere of the early years— rallying all like- minded intellectuals 
in the defence of freedom— gave way to a broader role for the CCF as a 
forum for an influential phalanx of predominantly liberal American and 
Eu ro pean intellectuals concerned as much with analysing the nature of 
con temporary western society as with denouncing the horrors of the total-
itarian east. The CCF established its headquarters in Paris and with the 
help of its American backers funded a number of high- profile intellectual 

5. L. Freedman, “Berlin and the Cold War,” in The Berlin Wall Crisis: Perspectives on 
Cold War Alliances, ed. J.P.S. Gearson and K. Schake (Basingstoke, UK, 2002), 1–9.

6. P. Steege, Black Market, Cold War: Everyday Life in Berlin, 1946–1949 (Cambridge, 
UK, 2007), 8.

7. The CCF has generated a substantial historical lit er a ture. See notably P. Grémion, 
Intelligence de l’anticommunisme: Le Congrès pour la liberté de la culture à Paris, 1950–1975 
(Paris, 1995); P. Coleman, The Liberal Conspiracy: The Congress for Cultural Freedom and 
the Strug gle for the Mind of Postwar Eu rope (New York, 1989); F. S. Saunders, Who Paid the 
 Piper?: The CIA and the Cultural Cold War (London, 1999); G. Scott- Smith, “The ‘Master-
pieces of the Twentieth  Century’ Festival and the Congress for Cultural Freedom: Origins 
and Consolidation, 1947–52,” Intelligence and National Security 15 (2000): 121–43, and 
“The Congress for Cultural Freedom: Constructing an Intellectual Atlantic Community,” in 
Defining the Atlantic Community: Culture, Intellectuals and Politics in the Mid- Twentieth 
 Century, ed. M. Mariano (New York, 2010), 132–45.
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magazines as well as organ izing cultural festivals and conferences during 
the 1950s.

The most significant of  these was the conference that it held in Milan 
in 1955. Entitled “The  Future of Freedom,” this event—in the organisation 
of which Aron played a leading role— reflected strongly the new orien-
tation of the Congress. Almost dismissive of the challenge presented by 
the post- Stalinist Soviet Union, it looked rigorously to the  future, ana-
lysing how technological developments, socio- economic modernization, 
and the rapid growth in industrial productivity  were generating a new 
form of society in which conflicts of ideology would be replaced by issues 
of economic policy and social planning. The seductive thesis of “an end 
of ideology,” advanced by the American liberal intellectual Daniel Bell in 
his book of the same name, published in 1960 and derived in part from 
his pre sen ta tion to the Milan conference, caught the intellectual mood 
of the resurgent liberalism of the  later 1950s. The notion of ideologies as 
self- contained world views based on abstract princi ples appeared at odds 
with the realities of the new world generated by the economic growth of 
the post- war era, which was almost literally concreting over the legacies 
of Eu rope’s traumatic past.  These ideas, somewhat simplified from Bell’s 
formulation of them, became the leitmotif of the CCF’s activities and pro-
vided an obvious theme for the Congress’s next major conference, held in 
West Berlin in 1960.8

This Berlin conference marked the apogee of the Congress’s influence. 
Compared with the similar event the CCF had held in the city ten years 
 earlier, its tone was self- consciously superior, even celebratory. The CCF 
was now a well- established and prestigious organ ization, and the confer-
ence was attended by 213 participants from across the globe, including an 
impressive range of Eu ro pean intellectuals.9 The host city had changed 
too: while the West Berlin of 1950 had been tangibly dominated by the 
ruined buildings of its war time destruction, and by the material hardships 

8. D. Bell, The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Po liti cal Ideas in the Fifties 
(Glencoe, IL, 1960). See also Bell’s retrospective comments (dedicated to the memory of 
Aron) on the publication of his book and its origins in the Milan conference in D. Bell, 
“The End of Ideology Revisited,” Government and Opposition 23 (1988): 134, as well as G. 
Scott- Smith, “The Congress for Cultural Freedom, the End of Ideology and the 1955 Milan 
Conference: ‘Defining the Par ameters of Discourse,’ ” Journal of Con temporary History 37 
(2002): 437–55, and T. B. Müller, Krieger und Gelehrte: Herbert Marcuse und die Denksys-
teme im Kalten Krieg (Hamburg, 2010), 567–76.

9. Grémion, Intelligence de l’anticommunisme, 379–80. M. Hochgeschwender Freiheit 
in der Offensive?: Der Kongress für kulturelle Freiheit und die Deutschen (Munich, 1998), 
528–34, gives a figure of 221 participants from 48 countries.
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exacerbated by the blockade imposed by the surrounding Soviet forces, 
the West Berlin of 1960 was a very diff er ent city. The ruins that remained 
had now become symbolic relics of the city’s past, while the modernist 
architecture of its reconstruction expressed the prosperity and increasing 
self- confidence of the Federal Republic. West Berlin was no longer a belea-
guered outpost but a “showcase of the west,” as personified by the city’s 
vivid cultural life and cosmopolitan character.10 Its mood was personified 
too by the city’s highly vis i ble young mayor, Willy Brandt, whose election 
in 1957 had symbolized the victory of a self- consciously modernizing ten-
dency within the German Socialist Party, the SPD. Strongly if discreetly 
supported by the American authorities, Brandt saw himself as a symbol of 
the new progressive mood in German politics, focused more on the chal-
lenges of creating a prosperous  future than on loyalty to the Marxist heri-
tage of the SPD. Brandt addressed the CCF conference, expounding his 
social- democratic politics of social reform, support for liberal freedoms, 
and marked anti- communism.11

Above all, the po liti cal context had changed. Given the brutal suppres-
sion by Soviet forces of the uprising against Communist rule in Hungary 
in 1956 and the daily stream of citizens choosing to leave East Germany 
through the open door of Berlin to move to West Germany, the urgency of 
countering the appeal of Communism had receded. Instead, Aron’s speech 
gave rise to a wide- ranging debate among the participants about the evo-
lution of western society. Not all agreed with Aron’s analy sis; and the dec-
laration issued by the Congress in Berlin was notable for the way in which 
it looked outside of the ideological frontiers of Eu rope. It paid as much 
attention to deploring attacks on freedom in Castro’s Cuba and apartheid 
South Africa as it did to the more familiar cause of the persecuted intel-
lectuals in the totalitarian states of the east.12

The timing of Aron’s speech was therefore also very impor tant. Though 
he was unaware of it, 1960 marked a point of transition from a European- 
oriented definition of demo cratic politics to the more globalized forms of 

10. P. Broadbent and S. Hake, eds., Berlin: Divided City, 1945–1989 (New York, 2010), 
113; C. Mesch, Modern Art at the Berlin Wall: Demarcating Culture in the Cold War Germanys 
(London, 2008), 36–48.

11. B. Marshall, Willy Brandt (London, 1990), 31–42; S. Krause “Neue Westpolitik: The 
Clandestine Campaign to Westernize the SPD in Cold War Berlin, 1948–1958,” Central 
Eu ro pean History 48 (2015): 79–99.

12. Grémion, Intelligence de l’anticommunisme, 381–87. The texts of the papers given 
at the conference in the session based around Aron’s speech  were republished, in German 
translation, in Kongress für kulturelle Freiheit, Die Bewährung der Demokratie im 20. Jah-
rhundert: Das Seminar von Berlin (Zu rich, 1961).
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democracy that emerged over the subsequent de cade. Moreover, what 
seemed at the time to be the almost miraculous pro cess whereby Eu rope had 
escaped from cycles of military warfare, economic instability, and po liti cal 
conflict to enter a new era of prosperity and peace was to prove to be merely 
a brief interlude in Eu rope’s continuing conflicts. If Western Eu rope was 
enjoying a demo cratic peace in 1960, this was a peace achieved at the expense 
of the denial of  those same demo cratic freedoms to the populations of the 
post- fascist dictatorships of Spain and Portugal and the Soviet- controlled 
states of Central and Eastern Eu rope, as well as  those who remained the 
disenfranchised subjects of Eu rope’s colonial empires. And yet, even as Aron 
was speaking in Berlin, violent events elsewhere in Algeria, Congo, and many 
of the colonial territories in between presaged the impending demise of  those 
empires, and with them of the Eurocentric structures of power— military, 
economic, po liti cal, and cultural— that had provided the basis of modern 
Eu rope’s global ascendancy. Moreover, though the Soviet Union of Khrush-
chev no longer inspired the same fears within Eu rope as had that of Stalin 
ten years  earlier, Communism was far from being a spent force. The success 
of Communist revolutions in China in 1949 and, over the subsequent years, 
in Indochina, Cuba, and many other areas of the non- European world effec-
tively destroyed any prospect of a global hegemony of western demo cratic 
values, and gave a new and unpredictable energy to the po liti cal conflicts of 
the 1960s and 1970s in the post- colonial world.

Even within the walled garden of post- war Western Eu rope, the muffled 
conflicts of ethnicity, gender, and social class that had been apparent to 
 those who chose to listen to them in the 1950s would give way within a few 
short years to the much more contested politics of the  later 1960s. From 
the protest marches on the streets of Paris and many other major Eu ro-
pean cities (including West Berlin) to the civil- rights campaigns in North-
ern Ireland and numerous strikes and factory occupations of the 1960s and 
early 1970s, Western Eu rope would return all too rapidly to many of its old 
habits of ideological conflict, state repression, and social and po liti cal vio-
lence that Aron had regarded as having been vanquished in 1960. The CCF 
itself was one of the first victims of  these changes. The public revelation of 
its CIA funding in 1966–67 led to a rapid decline in the Congress’s public 
influence, and within a few years to its liquidation. In truth, the Congress 
had by the end of the 1960s outlived its intellectual heyday. The combi-
nation of anti- communism, liberalism, and social- democratic planning 
that had provided the oxygen of its intellectual development during the 
1950s appeared outmoded in the much more polarized intellectual climate 
of the subsequent de cade, in which the emergence of an anti- American 
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New Left and a much more individualist neoliberalism of the right eroded 
the consensus that the post- ideological CCF had proclaimed.13 Aron, too, 
was obliged to accept that times had changed. In a much less confident 
book entitled Plaidoyer pour l’Eu rope décadente, which he published in 
1977, Aron admitted, in a tone that was part defiant and part reflective, 
that many of his predictions of 1960 had proved to be misplaced. Though 
he remained convinced more than ever of the superiority of liberal freedom 
over the state socialism of the USSR and of Communism’s western fellow 
travellers, he feared that the resurgence of social and po liti cal conflict in 
Western Eu rope marked a return to the vio lence that he had witnessed as a 
young man in Germany. Moreover, he warned that what he regarded as the 
abandonment by many intellectuals of liberal values might lead to a wider 
“loss of legitimacy” on the part of the demo cratic regimes.14

Thus, viewed even through the prism of his own hindsight, Aron’s com-
ments in 1960 must inevitably appear inadequate, if not wilfully compla-
cent. His perspective was that of a privileged French intellectual, deeply 
rooted in the anti- communist mentalities and networks of the era, who 
passed over in silence the manifold inequalities of class, race, and gender 
that disfigured the democracies of Western Eu rope. Indeed, his statement 
that Eu rope had arrived at some form of po liti cal and social consensus 
rested on a disregard not only for the millions of Western Eu ro pe ans who 
continued to vote for Communist parties, but also for the many millions 
more who, through unemployment, economic migration, and the struc-
tural inequalities that  limited access to housing, education, and wel-
fare,  were experiencing the costs of Western Eu rope’s supposed “miracle 
years.”15 Eu rope did not become a demo cratic society in or  after 1945, and 
Aron’s perspective, like that of many subsequent historians, was based far 
too exclusively on the experiences of a white, educated bourgeoisie who 
 were the principal beneficiaries of post- war economic and social change. 
In more strictly po liti cal terms too, Aron’s central assumption that the 
po liti cal regimes of Western Eu rope  were indeed demo cratic must be rela-
tivized. The demo cratic refounding of Eu rope in 1945 did bring an unpre-
ce dented stability and uniformity to the politics of the western half of the 
continent. But the democracy it inaugurated was always circumscribed by 

13. Hochgeschwender, Freiheit in der Offensive?, 535–47; Coleman, Liberal Conspiracy, 
219–34.

14. Raymond Aron, Plaidoyer pour l’Eu rope décadente (Paris, 1977), 13–29. See also 
p. 297.

15. The concept of the “miracle years” owes much to H. Schissler, ed., The Miracle 
Years: A Cultural History of West Germany, 1949–1968 (Prince ton, NJ, 2001).
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the stability it sought to achieve and the interests it was constructed to 
serve. By creating a top- down demo cratic order that eschewed the govern-
mental weakness and parliamentary instability associated with Eu rope’s 
previous experiments with democracy, the architects of post-1945 Eu ro-
pean democracy  limited opportunities for popu lar control of rulers and 
for expressions of dissent at the same time as they enhanced the freedom 
of action of state officials. The consequence, as its critics in 1968 would 
declare, was a “formal democracy,” founded on the regular rituals of par-
liamentary elections and negotiation with a range of interest groups, but 
from which the  people, and something of the noise and vibrancy inherent 
to a pluralist demo cratic culture, was at times strangely absent.16

This does not mean that Aron’s comments in 1960  were without value. 
He was of course not the only figure in the twentieth  century to have 
declared that the conflicts of the past had given way to a new era of har-
mony.17 His view, moreover, was shared at the time by many  others, from 
a wide diversity of backgrounds and opinions, who felt that Eu rope had 
passed over a watershed of experience  after 1945 that rendered many of the 
errors of past dreams newly vis i ble and invested the demo cratic pro cess 
with a new sobriety.18 Aron, besides, was no apologist for the established 
order. During his long intellectual  career from the 1930s to the 1980s, he 
acquired a distinguished reputation within France and beyond, both as a 
public intellectual and as the author of impor tant works of po liti cal phi-
losophy and sociology. Above all, he worked hard. He had a deep familiarity 
with Marx’s ideas at a time when many preferred to feign such a knowl-
edge. He was highly cosmopolitan, and had read the work of many Ger-
man, En glish, and American intellectuals when many of his fellow Pa ri sian 
intellectuals remained confined within their exclusively francophone intel-
lectual culture. And, in an age of humanist generalization, he recognized 
that an understanding of con temporary society demanded a training in 
economic theory and quantitative so cio log i cal methods. His wide- ranging 
expertise led him to be occasionally trenchant in his criticism of  those intel-
lectuals, such as his nemesis and exact con temporary Jean- Paul Sartre, 
whom he regarded as motivated more by romantic dreams than by careful 

16. Re. “formal democracy,” see pp. 272–73.
17. The obvious comparison is with Francis Fukuyama’s essay, initially published in 

the immediate aftermath of the revolutions of 1989, The End of History and the Last Man 
(London, 1992). But one might equally well think of the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917: 
J. Bergman, The French Revolutionary Tradition in Rus sian and Soviet Politics, Po liti cal 
Thought, and Culture (Oxford, 2019).

18. V. Depkat, Lebenswenden und Zeitenwenden: Deutsche Politiker und die Erfahrun-
gen des 20. Jahrhunderts (Munich, 2007).
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analy sis. But he was similarly forceful in his attitude  towards successive 
French governments, notably in his denunciation of the purposes and con-
duct of the Algerian War, and of the policies of de Gaulle.

Aron readily acknowledged, too, the flaws of modern demo cratic struc-
tures, commenting on one occasion that “Modern society . . .  is a demo cratic 
society to be observed without transports of enthusiasm or indignation.”19 
Indeed, it was this relativism that, in the view of his most enthusiastic recent 
disciple, Tony Judt, made him such a distinctive figure. Politics, Aron insisted, 
required facing up to hard truths; it “is never a conflict between good and evil, 
but always a choice between the preferable and the detestable.”20 If this led 
him on occasions, as during the upheavals in Paris in May 1968, to side with the 
established order, it gave him the courage also to stand up to authority when it 
made the wrong choices. Above all, he presented himself as a self- consciously 
moderate pragmatist, in the tradition of de Tocqueville. At a time when many 
Eu ro pean intellectuals  were certain most of all of the rectitude of their views, 
Aron preferred to be right about his facts. His preoccupation with empirical 
knowledge and with what Judt termed the “uncomfortable minutiae of po liti-
cal and economic real ity” was also redolent of the empirical mentality of the 
post- war years, when ideological rhe toric was giving way to a cult of the objec-
tive (and preferably statistical) fact.21 But it also gave Aron’s work a seriousness 
and a durability denied to  those of many of his contemporaries. His concept 
of the modern industrial society was, again, very much a product of its time, 
reflective of the assumptions of an era when all socie ties, regardless of their 
cultural heritage or po liti cal label, appeared to be converging  towards a com-
mon model of modernity. But, what ever its undoubted limitations, it marked 
the emergence of a new spirit of social analy sis that sought to investigate the 
internal fabric of socie ties. Aron was, by general reputation, a cold writer; and 
for him that was also a form of praise.22 He saw himself as a spectateur engagé, 
whose self- conscious distancing from the passions of the moment did not dis-
guise his firm but disabused support for pluralist and demo cratic values. Like 

19. Quoted in T. Judt, The Burden of Responsibility: Blum, Camus, Aron and the French 
Twentieth  Century (Chicago, 1998), 163.

20. Quoted in A. Craiutu, “Thinking Po liti cally: Raymond Aron and the Revolution of 
1968 in France,” in Promises of 1968: Crisis, Illusion, and Utopia, ed. V. Tismaneanu (Buda-
pest, 2011), 126–29. Aron’s emphasis on realism was particularly apparent in his comments 
on the French war in Algeria: Raymond Aron, La tragédie algérienne (Paris, 1957), i– iii.

21. Judt, Burden of Responsibility, 26. See also A. Craiutu, “Raymond Aron and the 
Tradition of Po liti cal Moderation in France,” in French Liberalism from Montesquieu to the 
Pre sent Day, ed. R. Geenens and H. Rosenblatt (Cambridge, UK, 2012), 271–90.

22. N. Roussellier, “Raymond Aron,” in Dictionnaire des intellectuels français, ed. 
J. Julliard and M. Winock (Paris, 1996), 85–87.
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many  others— perhaps most notably Henry Kissinger— who shared his Jewish 
background and who had lived through the upheavals of the 1930s and the war 
years, Aron was always aware that worse regimes than democracy existed; but 
he was also unconvinced that any better regime was pos si ble.23

This book is therefore intended as an attempt to take seriously Aron’s 
thesis of a demo cratic stabilization of Western Eu rope by exploring the 

23. Re. Aron, see notably Judt, Burden of Responsibility, 137–82, and B. Anderson, 
Raymond Aron: The Recovery of the Po liti cal (Lanham, MD, 1997), as well as his sub-
stantial but personally unrevealing memoirs: Raymond Aron, Mémoires: Cinquante ans de 
réflexion politique (Paris, 1983). Re. Kissinger, see J. Suri, Henry Kissinger and the Ameri-
can  Century (Cambridge, MA, 2007), esp. 16–51.

figure 1. Raymond Aron circa 1960. Jean- Louis 
Swiners/Gamma- Rapho via Getty Images
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nature and development of democracy, as well as its limitations, in Eu rope 
between the end of the Second World War and the po liti cal and social 
upheavals of the  later 1960s and early 1970s. The stability and uniformity 
of the regimes of parliamentary democracy that established themselves 
across the western half of Eu rope  after 1945, from Norway to Sicily,  were 
a remarkable phenomenon, and all the more so given the chaotic insta-
bility of po liti cal regimes that had been evident in many areas of Eu rope 
since the First World War. In that re spect, 1945 was the moment when the 
 music  stopped, and Western Eu rope acquired a certain stability, and even 
predictability. The linked chain of elections, parliaments, and govern-
ments established itself with such emphasis  after the Second World War 
that any alternative, especially one that stepped outside the conventions 
of parliamentary democracy, came to seem to almost all non- Communist 
po liti cal figures of the post- war era heretical, or indeed illegitimate. As a 
parliamentary commission set up during one of Belgium’s many post- war 
governmental crises commented succinctly in 1945, “outside of democracy, 
 there lie only adventures, miseries, and dangers” (hors de la démocratie 
parlementaire, il n’est qu’aventures, misères et périls).24

This comment, on the part of a committee composed of parliamen-
tarians, was self- interested, but the attitude it expressed was one with 
which many would have come to concur. Impor tant sources of conflict 
remained, most notably across the durable fault line between Christian 
and liberal or socialist conceptions of democracy. But Western Eu ro pean 
politics did converge during the post- war years on a par tic u lar way of 
 doing democracy: national and local elections, conducted  under a  simple 
princi ple of one (male and female) citizen one vote, chose the  people’s rep-
resentatives, who, assembled in the parliaments and council chambers of 
Eu rope, voted on proj ects of legislation proposed by governments com-
posed of the elected representatives of one, or generally more, po liti cal 
parties. Alongside this electoral sovereignty, however, the increasingly 
complex dossiers of social and economic legislation obliged governments 
to work with, and in some cases to devolve responsibility to, a range of 
socio- economic interest groups, including trade  unions and farmers’ and 
employers’ organ izations. Democracy, consequently, became less a  matter 
of victory or defeat than a pro cess of continuous negotiation. Civil ser-
vants, elected politicians, the representatives of interest groups, and an 

24. Chambre des représentants, “Rapport au nom de la commission” [March 1945], 
cited in M. Conway, The Sorrows of Belgium: Liberation and Po liti cal Reconstruction 
1944–47 (Oxford, 2012), 251.
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expanding penumbra of expert advisors constituted an increasingly homo-
geneous if at times rather aloof culture of government, from which the 
 people themselves  were largely absent. It was also, however, a world where 
decisions accorded, more often than not, with the logics of a rational prag-
matism, and with the constraints imposed by re spect for the rule of law. 
Compared with the rowdy assemblies of the past, democracy had become 
more professional and also more serious.

This was also a model of democracy that endured. In the roughly 
twenty- five- year period from 1945 to the upheavals of the late 1960s 
and 1970s, the only changes of regime that occurred in Eu rope  were the 
demise of the Fourth Republic in France in 1958 and the military coup 
that overthrew the Greek parliamentary regime in 1967, before being 
reversed in 1974. Neither, however, generated a durable alternative to the 
po liti cal status quo in Eu rope, which increasingly found its transnational 
expression in the consolidation and subsequent expansion of the insti-
tutions of Eu ro pean cooperation and integration. Notions of a “consen-
sual democracy”— consensual in its princi ples as well as in its methods of 
decision- making— became increasingly current by the 1960s, reflecting 
the widespread sense that Western Eu rope had arrived at a fixed defini-
tion of its po liti cal identity.25 This consensus was, of course, always more 
 limited than it appeared. But the very fact that such a phrase could be 
used demonstrated how much had changed in Eu rope since the Second 
World War: democracy was something on which the  people of Western 
Eu rope felt themselves to be largely agreed.26

The rather sudden transition of mid- twentieth- century Western 
Eu rope to this demo cratic age has seemed so obvious that it has, at least 
 until recently, evaded substantial historical analy sis.27 In part, the reasons 
for this relative neglect lie in the politics of more recent de cades. The two-
fold reshaping of Eu ro pean politics that followed the regime changes in 
central and eastern Eu rope in 1989 and the attacks by Islamic militants 
on the United States in 2001 and associated acts of vio lence that occurred 
in a number of Eu ro pean cities over the following years gave a new inten-
sity to the association of Eu rope and democracy. This was evident in the 

25. N. Elder, A. H. Thomas, and D. Arter, The Consensual Democracies?: The Govern-
ment and Politics of the Scandinavian States, rev. ed. (Oxford, 1988), 9–28.

26. C. Maier, “Democracy since the French Revolution,” in Democracy: The Unfinished 
Journey 508 BC to AD 1993, ed. J. Dunn (Oxford, 1993), 145; P. Buton, Une histoire intel-
lectuelle de la démocratie (Paris, 2000), 143.

27. M. Conway, “The Rise and Fall of Western Eu rope’s Demo cratic Age, 1945–1973,” 
Con temporary Eu ro pean History 13 (2004): 67–88.
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cele bration of the “return” of the hitherto Soviet- controlled territories to 
Eu rope and to democracy  after 1989, as well as in the demo cratic legitima-
tion that underpinned the projection of Eu ro pean power (albeit  under an 
American logistical and diplomatic aegis) to the former Yugo slavia, Iraq, 
Af ghan i stan, Libya, and the other Eu ro pean frontier wars of the early 
twenty- first  century. It has been reinforced too by the internal politics of 
Eu rope. The popu lar disaffection that has enveloped in recent years the 
proj ect of Eu ro pean unity, the emergence of movements of right- wing 
pop u lism hostile to a po liti cal elite perceived to be too remote from the 
real concerns of the  people, and the politics of austerity provoked by the 
monetary crisis of the euro have all, in diff er ent ways, provoked a diffuse 
but wide- ranging debate about the shortcomings of Eu rope’s demo cratic 
culture. In this way, 1945 has become one of the mythic foundations of the 
Eu ro pean pre sent: a moment when Eu rope incontestably made a change 
for the better, and when the  causes of democracy, of Eu rope, and of social 
pro gress  were for once aligned.28

By linking 1945 with the politics of the pre sent day, this interpretation 
has acted as an obstacle to historical understandings of the era that fol-
lowed the Second World War. Far from receding further away— and soon 
beyond the memory of living Europeans— the establishment of demo cratic 
institutions in the states of Western Eu rope  after 1945 has become part of 
a continuous pre sent. The shortcomings of such an account— most obvi-
ously its marked western bias— matter less than the way in which it has 
tended to deprive Eu rope’s mid- century reconstruction of its distinctive-
ness as a period of complex historical change. The perception that—in the 
phraseology of numerous university courses and associated textbooks— 
“Europe since 1945” forms part of a single historical span, linking the 
Eu rope of the twenty- first  century with the immediate aftermath of the 
demise of the Third Reich, imposes a teleological framework and flattens 
historical perspectives.29 Above all, it renders too easy the transition from 
fascism to democracy. The possibility that anything other than parlia-
mentary democracy— communism, a resurgence of fascism, authoritarian 
dictatorship, or simply po liti cal chaos— could have followed the death of 
Hitler dis appears all too rapidly from view.

28. C. Crouch, Post- Democracy (Cambridge, UK, 2004), 6–8.
29. Re. the use of the formula “Eu rope since 1945,” or its equivalents, see notably W. 

Laqueur, Eu rope since Hitler (London, 1970); M. Fulbrook, ed., Eu rope since 1945 (Oxford, 
2001); and R. Wegs and R. Ladrech, Eu rope since 1945, 4th ed. (New York, 1996). For a 
valuable corrective to  these teleologies, see T. Buchanan, Eu rope’s Troubled Peace: 1945 to 
the Pre sent, 2nd ed. (Chichester, UK, 2012).
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This perception of 1945 as a fixed frontier, when a certain history ended 
and the Eu rope of the pre sent began, has been reinforced, too, from the 
other end, by the imposing energy with which Eu ro pean historians have 
addressed the  causes and character of the exterminations, atrocities, mass 
vio lence, and civil wars that swept across Eu rope, partly  under Nazi con-
trol but also at times entirely beyond it, during the 1930s and early 1940s. 
The much more sophisticated interpretation that this historical work has 
generated of what it has become conventional in France to term the années 
noires has had the consequence of contrasting, implicitly or explic itly, the 
collective vio lence of the years leading up to 1945 with the more peaceful 
and demo cratic character of the era that followed.30 The more that histo-
rians have explored the horrors of the pre-1945 period, the more they risk 
reducing what happened in Eu rope subsequently to a contrast between the 
war time pa noramas of death camps and ruins, and the consumer products 
of post- war prosperity. And yet, as historians have demonstrated, the con-
tinuities of politics, of state policies, and simply of experience across the 
dividing line of 1945  were substantial. The idea of a “zero hour”— a Stunde 
Null—in Germany or indeed anywhere  else in Eu rope when the military 
 battles of the Second World War came to an end is a myth, but one that 
has remained with us, dividing the twentieth- century history of Eu rope 
into two distinct but also rather unequal halves.31

Perhaps unsurprisingly, therefore, historical work undertaken on the 
years  after 1945 has often focused on the way in which the legacies of the 
war years jutted into the history of the subsequent de cades. The idea that 
the post- war period was precisely that— post- war— has been reflected not 
only in the uncompromising title of one of the most successful historical 
accounts of Eu rope  after 1945,32 but also in the large body of historical 
lit er a ture that in recent years has examined how Eu ro pe ans, collectively 
and individually, came to terms with, or evaded, the legacies of the mass 
killings, civil wars, and forced migrations that had occurred over the previ-
ous years.33 Histories of public memory and commemoration, as well as 

30. P. Lagrou, “De l’histoire du temps présent à l’histoire des autres: Comment une 
discipline critique devint complaisante,” Vingtième siècle 118 (2013): 101–19.

31. Histories that seek, with differing degrees of success, to transcend this mid- century 
divide include M. Mazower, Dark Continent: Eu rope’s Twentieth  Century (London, 1998); 
E. J. Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth  Century 1914–1991 (London, 1994); 
and D. Bloxham and R. Gerwarth, eds., Po liti cal Vio lence in Twentieth- Century Eu rope 
(Cambridge, UK, 2011).

32. T. Judt, Postwar: A History of Eu rope since 1945 (London, 2005).
33. Examples of such an approach include R. Bessel and D. Schumann, eds., Life  after 

Death. Approaches to a Cultural and Social History of Eu rope during the 1940s and 1950s 
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of the more private discourses of suffering, bereavement, and loss, have 
demonstrated that much of the apparent optimism of the post- war years 
rested on conspiracies of silence and the construction of highly selective 
accounts of the war years that occluded the complicity of public authori-
ties and individual citizens in many of the darker actions of the preced-
ing years. Only from the 1960s onwards did Western Eu ro pean socie ties 
gradually develop the means, and perhaps the collective confidence, to 
confront more directly the legacies of this traumatic past.34

At the same time, this post- war paradigm has its natu ral limits. 
Eu rope did change, and in fundamental ways,  after 1945.  People moved, 
and moved on; and, as a consequence of high rates of post- war fertility 
and substantial immigration from beyond the post- war borders of West-
ern Eu rope, the  people changed too. Socie ties also changed in shape and 
spirit, partly as the consequence of economic growth and partly  because 
of the emergence of new ways of living and of a more individualized cul-
ture of consumerism. All of  these developments served to distance Eu ro-
pe ans from their war time past, at the same time as integrating them into 
new generational or gendered identities. The statistical teleologies of ever 
hastening change, economic growth, and social modernization presented 
in many histories of post- war Eu rope do, however, convey only a partial 
truth, and this is particularly so with regard to the po liti cal history of the 
era. The numbers of fridges or cars owned by Eu ro pe ans, the number of 
foreign holidays they took, or even more obviously relevant data such as 
the percentage of students continuing to higher education or the audi-
ences of tele vi sion news programmes, can go only so far in explaining the 
character of post- war democracy. Western Eu rope did indeed, as a con-
sequence of such changes, become a very diff er ent place to live in, espe-
cially for  those fortunate enough to have the means to participate in the 
new forms of consumerism; but the frameworks of po liti cal life, such as 
national frontiers, state institutions, parliaments, and parties, tended to 
lag  behind the rather pell- mell pace of  these wider social changes.

The challenge in understanding the par tic u lar mid- century democ-
racy that took shape  after 1945 is therefore to approach it on its own 
terms, neither as simply defined by the past— even when that past was 

(Washington, DC, 2003); P. Lagrou, The Legacy of Nazi Occupation: Patriotic Memory and 
National Recovery in Western Eu rope, 1945–1965 (Cambridge, UK, 2000); R. G. Moeller, 
War Stories: The Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany (Berkeley, 
CA, 2001).

34. For an influential statement of this pro cess, see H. Rousso, The Vichy Syndrome: 
History and Memory in France since 1944 (Cambridge, MA, 1991).
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as overwhelming as that of the Second World War— nor as simply the 
po liti cal vessel of Western Eu rope’s post- war socio- economic moderniza-
tion. The inauguration of the new democracy was on the  whole muted. 
The Eu rope of 1945 had  little of the euphoria of 1848, and democracy was 
viewed, especially by  those in positions of authority, with a mentality of 
caution. Many of  those who played an influential role in the construc-
tion of democracy  after 1945 remained scarred by their personal experi-
ences of the pre- war and war time years, notably the traumas of military 
conflict, loss of  family members, and displacement and exile. This was 
especially so of the influential cadre of exiles from Germany and elsewhere 
in central Eu rope, who had found war time refuge in North Amer i ca, and 
whose ser vice in the Allied military and civilian bureaucracies often exer-
cised a strong influence over the models of government that they sought 
to implement on their return to Eu rope.35 For figures such as  these, the 
re- establishment of the institutions of democracy—in par tic u lar  free elec-
tions and the inauguration of parliaments— symbolized the recovery of 
freedom and of self- government. But the governing spirit of  these return-
ing exiles, as well of many of  those who had lived through the events of the 
war years within Eu rope, was one of disabused sobriety. They did not want 
to return to the past but escape it, by forging a new model of democracy 
that would provide stable parliamentarism and effective government.

Consequently, the sovereignty of the  people was emphasized less than 
the re- establishment of legitimate governance and the construction of a 
 legal framework. The  people would indeed rule, but their rule would be 
primarily indirect: by electing their representatives, both to parliaments 
and to the socio- economic organ izations that assumed a prominent role 
in post- war politics, the  people would in effect give the initial impetus to 
a pro cess that would then be carried forward by  those best qualified to 
address the increasingly technical challenges of government. In contrast 
to the  people’s democracies established in the east and advocated by the 
Communist parties of the west, the democracies of the post- war era  were 
designed to be institutions of an orderly and inclusive liberty, symbol-
ized by the centrist orientation of the major po liti cal forces—in much 
of Eu rope the Christian and Social Democrats— and by the succession 
of short- lived and rather anonymous governing co ali tions in which they 
participated.

35. On the post- war influence of exiles from Germany and Austria, see notably C. Bai-
ley, Between Yesterday and Tomorrow: German Visions of Eu rope, 1936–1950 (New York, 
2013), esp. 1–18; U. Greenberg, The Weimar  Century: German Emigrés and the Ideological 
Foundations of the Cold War (Prince ton, NJ, 2014).
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This was a democracy that also remained influenced by the ghosts of its 
own past. Democracy was not a new form of government in 1945, but one 
embedded in a complex and highly contested past. Competing national 
narratives of democracy interlaced with the diverse and often contradic-
tory intellectual heritages of republican, liberal, socialist, and Catholic 
interpretations of democracy as they had developed across the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries.  There was therefore no agreed definition 
of democracy, and no shared perception of Eu rope’s demo cratic past. The 
French Revolution of 1789 and its many successors across Eu rope during 
the nineteenth  century had polarized Eu ro pe ans into diff er ent ideological 
camps, while memories of more recent demo cratic experiences— such as 
 those of the Weimar Republic, the interwar Austrian Republic, the French 
Third Republic, or the pre- Fascist parliamentary regime in Italy— were 
dominated by civil strife and their subsequent collapse into authoritar-
ian and fascist rule. Democracy did not therefore have a good reputa-
tion among Eu ro pe ans in 1945; and many of them feared that a return to 
demo cratic government would lead all too quickly to a resurgence of the 
violent social and po liti cal mobilizations on left and right that Aron had 
observed in Germany in the interwar years.36 Though the war years might 
have provided an education as to the failings of fascism and communism, 
the path  towards a  viable new democracy was far from apparent. The 
proj ect of building post- war democracy was thus an exercise in cautious 
improvisation, as Western Eu ro pe ans moved tentatively forward, seeking 
above all not to repeat the errors of the past.

This hesitant rebirth of democracy has begun in recent years to find its 
historians, who have explored the diverse paths by which during the war 
years and their aftermath Eu ro pean po liti cal leaders, administrators, and 
par tic u lar communities of intellectuals came to find a home in democracy. 
Some could claim a prior commitment to demo cratic values, or  were real 
converts to the cause; but most  were figures who  were drawn to democ-
racy, less  because of its fundamental legitimacy than  because of the failure 
of other ways of imagining and, more especially, of managing the chal-
lenges and tensions of a modern society. Democracy was, in that re spect, 
less a new beginning  after 1945 than the place where Eu ro pean politics 
had ended up.37

36. Raymond Aron, Mémoires, 72–76.
37. See, notably, S. A. Forner, German Intellectuals and the Challenge of Demo cratic 

Renewal: Culture and Politics  after 1945 (Cambridge, UK, 2014); H. Chapman, France’s 
Long Reconstruction: In Search of the Modern Republic (Cambridge, MA, 2018); N. B. 
Strote, Lions and Lambs: Conflict in Weimar and the Creation of Post- Nazi Germany (New 
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Despite this welcome recent interest in the po liti cal complexities of the 
immediate post-1945 era, the wider history of democracy in twentieth- 
century Eu rope has strug gled to acquire a clear identity.  There remains 
a tendency on the part of historians and  others to regard democracy as 
the default modern historical regime, at least in the western territories of 
Eu rope. It is thus not democracy but its opposites that appear to require 
historical explanation. Studies of anti- democrats—or, perhaps more accu-
rately, of  those who had very diff er ent understandings of democracy, most 
notably communists and fascists— have therefore outweighed consider-
ably in their number and scholarly impact studies of demo crats in the his-
toriography of the Eu ro pean twentieth  century. This has also encouraged 
a somewhat ahistorical conception of the modern evolution of democracy, 
whereby democracy is regarded as the po liti cal regime to which states 
revert when the specific conditions that generate anti- democratic alterna-
tives abate. Such an approach has a number of shortcomings, but perhaps 
one of the most pervasive is the way that it tends to assume too  great a sim-
ilarity, or  family resemblance, on the part of diff er ent demo cratic regimes. 
Other po liti cal traditions may come in diff er ent ideological and national 
forms, but democracy, it is assumed, is always essentially similar— one 
demo cratic regime differing from another only in terms of how inclusive 
or other wise is its conception of democracy. Thus, the democracy of the 
modern era is foreshortened to a unitary story of its gradual expansion 
from the debating society of the male notable world of the mid- nineteenth 
 century to the universalism and socio- economic diversity of the late twen-
tieth  century.38

Such an approach minimizes the importance of the multiple variants of 
democracy that have contested for ascendancy in Eu rope across the era of 
its modern development. Democracy as an ideal—or indeed as a peril to be 
held at bay— was rooted in many of Eu rope’s po liti cal traditions of left and 
right; and the points of divergence  were often more vis i ble, and more tan-
gibly felt, than the similarities.  These  were not simply strug gles for po liti-
cal or electoral ascendancy, but also deeply felt conflicts over owner ship 
of the concept of democracy, which reflected the seriousness with which 

Haven, CT, 2017); J. Chappel, Catholic Modern: The Challenge of Totalitarianism and the 
Remaking of the Church (Cambridge, MA, 2018).

38. G. Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in Eu rope, 1850–2000 (New 
York, 2002). See also the perceptive points made in U. Jakobsen, “Inventions and Develop-
ments of Democracy: The Approach of Conceptual History,” Eu ro pean Po liti cal Science 9 
(2010): 316–17.
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the advocates of  these diff er ent ideological camps had contemplated and 
matured “their” definitions of democracy.39 In addition, however, a longue 
durée history of democracy— which emphasizes its (literally) progressive 
unfolding over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries— neglects the rup-
tures, or indeed jump cuts, in its history. Democracy is never ready- made; 
and it acquires its shape not through  grand declarations but through 
practice within real po liti cal contexts.40 The power of the state, the shape 
of the society it sought to rule, the influence of historical legacies and of 
national identities, and the ability of po liti cal parties to insert themselves 
as the intermediaries between individuals and groups of citizens and the 
pro cess of government  were all  factors that defined the shape of Eu rope’s 
modern demo cratic regimes.  There  were continuities in that process— 
more especially the durable connection that developed between certain 
national identities and demo cratic values— but  there  were also impor tant 
discontinuities. Wars, economic crises, and the development of the struc-
tures of a mass society  were all forces outside the internal dynamics of 
democracy that impinged upon its structures, its mentalities, and its very 
existence.

 There is, therefore, a need for a more complex but also a more histori-
cally specific account of the contexts in which democracy has developed. 
With the stimulating exception of Margaret Lavinia Anderson’s study 
of the practice of democracy in the German Empire prior to 1914,41 the 
question of what made some democracies work and  others fail in mod-
ern Eu rope has remained largely the domain of po liti cal scientists. This 
has resulted in much in ter est ing research, notably in the form of com-
parative studies of the social and po liti cal conditions underpinning the 
divergent fortunes of demo cratic regimes in interwar Eu rope.42 Foremost 
among  these are the works of Gregor Luebbert and Michael Mann, both 
of which go well beyond the level of questions of institutional organ ization 

39. This is the theme of the collection of articles edited by Tom Buchanan and myself 
and published as a special issue in Eu ro pean History Quarterly 32 (2002). See also the 
comments in A. Orzoff,  Battle for the  Castle: The Myth of Czecho slo va kia in Eu rope, 1914–
1948 (Oxford, 2009), 219–20.

40. See the reflections in K. Owen, Po liti cal Community in Revolutionary Pennsylva-
nia (Oxford, 2018), 1–18.

41. M. L. Anderson, Practicing Democracy: Elections and Po liti cal Culture in Imperial 
Germany (Prince ton, NJ, 2000).

42. D. Berg- Schlosser and J. Mitchell, eds., Conditions of Democracy in Eu rope 1919–
39: Systematic Case Studies (Basingstoke, UK, 2000); G. Capoccia, Defending Democracy: 
Reactions to Extremism in Interwar Eu rope (Baltimore, MD, 2007).
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in exploring why some democracies endured while  others  were swept away 
by the po liti cal and economic upheavals of the 1920s and 1930s.43 Socio- 
economic structures, the legacies of wars, the disruptive impact of ethnic 
conflicts, and the transmission  belts by which popu lar grievances  were 
transferred into the policies of parties and parliaments have all come to 
form prominent ele ments of the way in which po liti cal scientists, but also 
historians of the extreme right in interwar Eu rope, have analysed why so 
few of the parliamentary regimes established  after the First World War 
still existed some twenty years  later.44 Central to such work is a recognition 
that democracy was not always the author of its own successes, or indeed 
failures. Demo cratic regimes are by definition more open to societal 
influences than their more authoritarian alternatives; and their viability 
throughout the modern world has depended on their ability both to assert 
their authority over that society and respond effectively to the expectations 
of the population.

 Little of that methodology and historical specificity has, however, fil-
tered into studies of the period following the Second World War. Too often 
the victory of democracy  after 1945 continues to be explained largely in 
terms of a dictatorship of its origins: the defeat of Nazism, along with that 
of the other authoritarian regimes of New Order Eu rope, combined with 
the victory of the Allied powers, is assumed to provide a sufficient expla-
nation of what came next.45 One of the principal ambitions of this book is 
therefore simply to make the emergence of democracy in post-1945 West-
ern Eu rope appear more historically complex, and also more open- ended. 
The limits of what was po liti cally pos si ble in Eu rope  after the defeat of the 
Third Reich and the division of the continent into territories dominated 
by Germany’s former opponents had certainly narrowed. The violent 
demise of Hitler’s empire, so soon  after its forces had overthrown many 
of the pre- existing state structures in Eu rope, created an intimidating 
vacuum of state power and of constitutional structures in many areas of 

43. G. Luebbert, Liberalism, Fascism, or Social Democracy: Social Classes and the 
Po liti cal Origins of Regimes in Interwar Eu rope (New York, 1991); M. Mann, Fascists 
(Cambridge, 2004). See also T. B. Müller and A. Tooze, eds., Normalität und Fragilität: 
Demokratie nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg (Hamburg, 2015).

44. J. Osmond, Rural Protest in the Weimar Republic: The  Free Peasantry in the Rhine-
land and Bavaria (New York, 1993); K. Passmore, From Liberalism to Fascism: The Right 
in a French Province, 1928–1939 (Cambridge, UK, 1997); R. Paxton, French Peasant Fascism: 
Henry Dorgères’s Greenshirts and the Crises of French Agriculture, 1929–1939 (New York, 1997).

45. See, for a characteristic example of such an approach, S. Berstein, “La seconde 
guerre mondiale et les fondements d’une démocratie libérale rénovée,” in La démocratie 
libérale, ed. Berstein (Paris, 1998), 689–729.



a demo cr atic age [ 21 ]

Eu rope. Consequently, the former war time Allies  were obliged, with differ-
ing degrees of enthusiasm, to act as the arbiters of the po liti cal  future. In the 
east, this excluded,  after the demise of the multi- party regime in Czecho slo-
va kia in February 1948, the option of a pluralist po liti cal democracy; while 
in the west, it led by the end of the 1940s to the establishment of a de facto 
ban on Communists occupying positions of significant power in national 
government. Yet, within Eu rope’s  limited sovereignty in the immediate post- 
war years,  there remained a considerable margin of manoeuvre in terms of 
the democracy that emerged. The “long reconstruction” of Europe—to bor-
row the framework applied to France by Herrick Chapman— was a pro cess 
rather than an event, which stretched forward to the end of the 1950s, but 
which also drew on the legacies of forms of state action and socio- economic 
intervention initially developed in the interwar years.46

This medium- term perspective diverts attention away from the 
moment of demo cratic transition at the end of the war to the larger ques-
tions of why democracy endured in Western Eu rope  after 1945, and more 
especially why it assumed specific forms. One fruitful, and indeed essen-
tial, means of approaching such questions is through the prism of indi-
vidual national experiences.  There have been a number of high- quality 
studies of individual regimes— most notably  those of Jean- Pierre Rioux on 
the French Fourth Republic, Paul Ginsborg on the Italian Republic, and 
Mary Hilson on the Scandinavian states47— all of which well convey the 
complexity of post- war politics, in which the path that eventually emerged 
was only one among a diverse spectrum of possibilities. But  these studies 
also raise the familiar prob lem in Eu ro pean history of national frames of 
reference. By taking as their subject the nation- state, they convey almost 
unconsciously the idea of a multiplicity of Sonderwegen— distinct paths— 
that all flowed into the common sea of Western Eu ro pean democracy that 
had come into existence by the 1960s. The democ ratization of post- war 
Eu rope was, however, from the outset a phenomenon that transcended 
nation- state frontiers. The Allied occupation of Eu rope, the pace of post- 
war economic growth, and the increased intensity of transnational intel-
lectual and cultural exchanges created a po liti cal culture of newly porous 

46. Chapman, France’s Long Reconstruction, esp. 4–16. See, for broadly similar 
approaches, P. Nord, France’s New Deal: From the Thirties to the Post- war Era (Prince ton, 
NJ, 2010); Greenberg, Weimar  Century, 5–11; K. K. Patel, The New Deal: A Global History 
(Prince ton, NJ, 2016).

47. J.- P. Rioux, The Fourth Republic (Cambridge, UK, 1987); P. Ginsborg, A History of 
Con temporary Italy: Society and Politics 1943–1988 (London, 1990); M. Hilson, The Nordic 
Model: Scandinavia since 1945 (London, 2008).
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national frontiers, in which democracy was as much (Western) Eu ro pean 
as it was national. Indeed, by melding together concepts of Eu ro pean 
identity with a certain set of demo cratic values, the politics of the post- 
war era became itself a site of “Eu ro pe anization.”48

It is therefore necessary to go beyond the national in explaining how 
and why democracy became the regime of choice of most Western Eu ro-
pe ans in the twenty- five years following the Second World War.49 This 
explains why I have chosen to adopt a deliberately rather Eu ro pean 
approach to the subject  matter of this book, leaving to one side some 
of the forms of national specificity that continued to define demo cratic 
structures and experience, while emphasizing the broader  factors of state 
power, intellectual culture, social class, and other components of social 
identity that framed how democracy was conceived, structured, and expe-
rienced across Western Eu rope. However, this raises unavoidable ques-
tions about the external frontiers and internal contours of that Eu rope. 
One of the more surprising outcomes of the Second World War was the 
way in which it gave birth to a smaller Eu rope. The partition imposed by 
the Cold War was supplemented by the loss  after 1945 of territories, nota-
bly to the south and east of the Eu ro pean continent, that had formerly 
been closely tied to Eu rope. Instead, a smaller and more bonded Western 
Eu rope emerged, reinforced by economic integration, transnational insti-
tutions, and a shared understanding of democracy. This Eu rope excluded 
 until the 1970s the authoritarian dictatorships of Franco in Spain and 
Salazar in Portugal, even if economic migration, cultural influences, and 
the tentative emergence of proto- democratic forms of organ ization long 
prefigured the institutional transformations that followed the final col-
lapse of the two regimes.50 Somewhat more ambivalent was the relation-
ship between the core of Western Eu rope that came into being during the 
1950s and the territories to its north. The integration of the Nordic states 
(including Finland) followed its own dynamic, while Ireland and Britain 
became semi- detached from mainstream Eu ro pean pro cesses of integra-
tion as the consequence of the decision of most British post- war leaders 
to prioritize their international and transatlantic connections. This was 

48. M. Conway and V. Depkat, “ Towards a Eu ro pean History of the Discourse of 
Democracy: Discussing Democracy in Western Eu rope, 1945–60,” in Eu ro pe anization in 
the Twentieth  Century: Historical Approaches, ed. Conway and K. K. Patel (Basingstoke, 
UK, 2010), 132–56.

49. I owe the phrase “regime of choice” to Alexander Groth. See his stimulating essay 
Democracies against Hitler: Myth, Real ity and Prologue (Aldershot, UK, 1999), 352.

50. J. Grugel and T. Rees, Franco’s Spain (London, 1997), 74–93.
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formally reversed by the entry of the United Kingdom (and Ireland) into 
the Eu ro pean Communities in 1973, but it came too late to efface the dif-
ferentness of British democracy— the so- called Westminster model— and 
more profoundly the temper of British society from that of the other states 
of Western Eu rope.

The structure of this book reflects  these internal fault lines. Its prin-
cipal focus is the interlocking structure of Western Eu ro pean states that 
emerged during the de cade following the Second World War, while dis-
cussing the other states of Europe— including the United Kingdom— 
largely in terms of how they impinged on this Western Eu ro pean pro-
cess. In many re spects, Western Eu rope was an entirely new entity; the 
consequence of the abrupt amputation of much of central and eastern 
Eu rope that was brought about by the  Great Power partition in 1945.51 
But it proved to be a resilient real ity. Western Eu rope outgrew its Cold 
War origins, developed its own institutions and identity, progressively 
emancipated itself from the constraining structures of American control, 
and across the final de cades of the twentieth  century drew into its sphere 
of influence the newly demo cratic states of the Mediterranean south and 
its north- European neighbours, and, most strikingly, succeeded in reab-
sorbing  after 1989 the former state- socialist regimes to the east with the 
confidence of an act of recolonization.52

Democracy was essential to this victory of the West. What had begun as 
a pragmatic choice became not only the dominant institutional system but 
also exerted a much wider influence over the terms of intellectual debate, 
the relations of power within society, and perhaps most profoundly the 
ways in which Eu ro pe ans related to one another and thought of them-
selves. This explains why the book ranges beyond the po liti cal. Much of 
the lit er a ture on democracy, especially that written within social- science 
paradigms, tends to be unduly self- limiting in its conception of democracy 
as a po liti cal system. In contrast, the approach that I have  adopted might 
seem to run the opposite risk of being overly inclusive. I draw somewhat 
indiscriminately on themes from po liti cal, socio- economic, and cultural 
history in order to pre sent a more holistic account of post- war democracy.  
In  doing so, I have been concerned to explore what Till van Rahden, writ-
ing about post- Nazi Germany, has termed “democracy as a way of life.”53  

51. See pp. 147– 49.
52. M. Conway, “Democracies,” in Eu rope’s Postwar Periods—1989, 1945, 1918: Writing 
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His analy sis of how German society, and more especially its elites, gradu-
ally came to feel at ease with a form of government and social values that 
they had not in any substantive sense chosen has a wider relevance for 
Western Eu rope. Much of the success of post- war democracy, at least  until 
the 1960s, lay in its success in reconciling its erstwhile social and ideologi-
cal opponents. The grievances of par tic u lar regional and social constituen-
cies, such as middle- class groups and farmers, who had been to the fore 
in the anti- democratic movements of the interwar years  were addressed, 
while the centrist logic of post- war electoral politics was reinforced by an 
inclusive pro cess of government in which almost every body could feel that 
they had some share of power. Oppositional cultures of left and right con-
sequently lost much of their vitality, as po liti cal parties and more espe-
cially their electorates discovered the material and other advantages of 
participating in the demo cratic po liti cal system rather than fulminating 
against it from the outside.

The need to go beyond the regimes themselves and to explore how they 
became embedded in the social textures of post- war Eu rope also implies 
avoiding an approach based on questions of institutional structure. The 
approach of historians to po liti cal regimes has often been implicitly archi-
tectural. Terms such as the “making,” “foundations,” and “construction” of 
regimes proliferate, reflecting a recognition that in the twentieth  century 
the durability of regimes often depended on the structures of power by 
which they could enforce their rule over their sometimes recalcitrant citi-
zens. That was true, too, of the demo cratic regimes of post- war Eu rope, 
which benefited from the increased resources, technology, and profes-
sional skills available to modern state authorities to discipline and, when 
necessary, confront their citizens. The in equality of power between gov-
ernments and their opponents in post- war Eu rope was, from the end of 
the 1940s, more emphatic than at any other period in Eu rope’s modern 
history, thereby rendering redundant the forms of mass protest and insur-
gency that had been commonplace in previous eras. Eu ro pe ans, in that 
sense, had  little choice but to be citizens, however they might seek to cir-
cumvent or evade par tic u lar forms of state regulation. But in their large 
majority they also came to perceive advantages in compliance. The gov-
ernments of post- war Western Eu rope  were the source of vari ous forms of 

“Democracy as a Way of Life,” in Tomorrow in the Making, ed. J. N. Andrews and C. A. 
Marsden (New York, 1939), 42–44. Hook subsequently attended the CCF conference in 
Berlin in 1960.
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financial assistance, such as welfare payments and economic subsidies, as 
well as a rapidly expanding range of benefits in kind, including education, 
housing, infrastructure proj ects, and employment. In order to fund  these 
ambitious programmes of provision, governments demanded an ever- 
greater share of private income in the form of taxation. But the quiescence 
of most citizens lay in their confidence— aided by the increases in living 
standards generated by economic growth— that government was giving 
them more than it was costing them.

The benefits of democracy  were not, however, equal. Eu rope remained 
 after the war emphatically a class society, and one in which the resources 
of the state  were used to reinforce  these class differences. The expansion 
in welfare provision, much of it channelled by the state through semi- 
autonomous institutions, addressed some of the more flagrant  causes of 
poverty and destitution in Eu ro pean socie ties; but it left largely untouched 
the entrenched inequalities of wealth, property, and access to education. 
Indeed, by institutionalizing  these inequalities through income- related 
pensions, subsidies for higher education, and the pervasive economic pro-
tection of small businessmen, middle- class professionals, and commercial 
farmers, the governments of the post- war era often did more to reinforce 
class differences in Eu ro pean socie ties than to erode them.54 This was not 
accidental. Government  after 1945 was above all a middle- class business, 
which reflected the social recruitment of po liti cal elites, and the increasing 
professionalization of state bureaucracies. It also matched the interests 
of their electors. The ascendancy of parties of the centre- right in post- 
war Eu rope was the consequence of the greater success of  these parties in 
appealing to an increasingly individualistic and, it should be remembered, 
in its majority, female electorate, who appeared concerned less by ques-
tions of ideology than by the  family economy and the effective provision of 
public ser vices. To differing degrees, the democracies of post- war Western 
Eu rope rested on a social alliance of middle- class, lower- middle- class, and 
rural electors, from which the working class was largely excluded. Workers 
assumed much of the burden of the post- war reconstruction of Eu rope, 
but participated only modestly in its benefits. Their wages lagged  behind 
increases in productivity, while the participation of trade  unions in a poli-
tics of corporatist negotiation with employers and the state brought them 
only modest benefits.

This social landscape also helps to explain what is often described as 
the conservatism of the post- war democracies. In party- political terms, 

54. See below, pp. 227–31.



[ 26 ]  introduction

this was undoubtedly so: when Aron gave his speech in West Berlin in 
1960, the left, astonishingly, formed part of the ruling governmental co ali-
tions in only three Eu ro pean states—Norway, Sweden, and Austria— while 
elsewhere, and most notably in all of the states of the newly founded 
Eu ro pean Economic Community, regimes or co ali tions of the centre- right 
dominated.55 This imbalance owed much to a combination of par tic u lar 
parliamentary circumstances, but it also reflected what appeared to be a 
broader crisis of the Socialist left at the end of the 1950s: Communism was 
visibly on the wane, while the non- Communist Socialist parties, outside 
of Scandinavia, strug gled to construct programmes that would appeal to a 
sufficiently broad co ali tion of electors. With time, this would change, as a 
new generation of social- democratic leaders, such as Brandt in Germany, 
came to the fore. But in other ways, too, the temper of the post- war era 
appeared conservative. The ascendancy of the nuclear  family, the priority 
that governments and citizens alike accorded to moral propriety, and the 
cap i tal ist character of the post- war economies moulded a public discourse 
that asserted the values of the mainstream over  those of dissident minori-
ties. Post- war Western Eu rope may well have been more demo cratic, but 
it was not obviously more pluralist.

In so far as it provides a corrective to the easy assumption that proj-
ects of democ ratization always come from the po liti cal left, this conserva-
tism provides a useful means of approaching post- war democracy. Indeed, 
viewed in a longer perspective, one of the most remarkable features of 
the period  after 1945 lay in the historic reconciliation of po liti cal forces of 
the right, most notably po liti cal Catholicism, with parliamentary democ-
racy.56 The evolving proj ect of democracy in Western Eu rope was not, 
however, tied to a po liti cal colour. Rather, it marked the ascendancy of 
a constellation of state structures and of po liti cal, economic, and social 
forces that found their centre of gravity in a form of democracy, as well as a 
discourse about democracy, that for all their evident inadequacies marked 
an emphatic turning point in modern Eu rope’s po liti cal wars. This ascen-
dancy would not endure: by the end of the 1960s, a wide variety of po liti-
cal and social movements would criticize, often virulently, the multiple 
failings of the post- war demo cratic model. In  doing so, too, they  adopted 

55. D. Sassoon, One Hundred Years of Socialism: The West Eu ro pean Left in the Twen-
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a new demo cratic language, articulating concepts of a more participatory 
and pluralist democracy that would prove to be influential over the final 
de cades of the twentieth  century. Such critiques, however, serve less to 
question the demo cratic character of the post- war era, than to demon-
strate its contingent character. Democracies, more than other forms of 
po liti cal regime, do not endure in defi nitely; they reflect the realities of 
their time.
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ch a pter one

Making Democracy
the construction of a post- wa r  

demo cr atic order in w ester n eu rope

the defeat of the third reich did not provide the basis for the 
establishment of democracy as the dominant po liti cal regime in Eu rope. 
Indeed, the final extirpation of the Nazi regime in the bombed- out ruins 
of Berlin in the first days of May 1945 seemed to be anything but a vic-
tory for Eu ro pean self- government. The fiercely contested conquest of 
Eu rope undertaken over the course of the previous two years primarily 
by three powers (the Soviet Union, the United States, and Britain) from 
the edges of Eu rope appeared to mark the demise of Eu rope’s sovereignty. 
The  peoples of Eu rope might indeed have been liberated— albeit quite a 
number of them at the expense of their lives— but their po liti cal regimes 
had been among the principal victims of that pro cess of liberation. If 
one exempts  those states that had remained rather uncertainly neutral 
throughout the conflict (Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and Switzer-
land), almost all of the regimes of Eu rope, with the exceptions of  those of 
Britain and Finland, had been overthrown, defeated, or occupied over the 
course of the previous years. Moreover, as the war time conferences of the 
Allied powers held in exotic locations such as Casablanca, Cairo, Teheran, 
and Yalta seemed to indicate, Eu rope’s  future would be de cided not by the 
 peoples or the governments of Eu rope but by the imperially minded pow-
ers that had brought about their liberation.

 There was therefore no straightforward path from war, through lib-
eration, to democracy. Indeed, in the Iberian peninsula, such a transition 
never began; while in most of  those areas of central and eastern Eu rope 
liberated (or conquered) by the Red Army, its terminus proved to be not 
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democracy but regimes of state socialism. However, in a large swathe of 
northern, central, and western Eu rope, military liberation set in motion 
a wide- ranging pro cess of constitutional, po liti cal, and social change that 
culminated a few years  later in a new demo cratic order. This outcome was 
very much less than inevitable, but also something more than chance. 
Instead, as this chapter  will show, Western Eu rope’s post- war transi-
tion to democracy arose from the interplay of four dominant forces: the 
actions of the powers who liberated and, subsequently, occupied Eu rope; 
the successful refoundation of national state structures; the consequent 
demobilization and marginalization of other, more locally based or infor-
mal po liti cal authorities; and the re- emergence of a structure of po liti cal 
parties that, along with a range of other social associations, became the 
principal intermediaries between rulers and ruled. Taken together,  these 
 factors brought into existence a resilient demo cratic order, but one which 
through its limitations betrayed the determining influences on its creation.

At the beginning, however,  there was confusion. Some communities 
had been destroyed by the arbitrary vio lence of war, while  others had been 
left almost entirely unscathed; some had experienced  bitter po liti cal or 
ethnic conflicts that had verged on civil war, but in  others the adversities 
of war had reinforced social solidarity. In many urban centres, shortages 
of the basic needs of food, heat, and housing had reduced millions to des-
titution, while  others, notably in rural areas away from the front lines, had 
proved able to maintain a life of relative ease.  These differences  were not 
national, but highly localized, coexisting often starkly within or between 
neighbouring communities.1 Indeed, the principal consequence of the vast 
mobile military campaigns waged on land and in the air in Eu rope during 
the final years of the Second World War had been to shatter, rather in the 
manner of the destruction of a set of venerable crockery, any coherent pat-
tern of national government. With the rare exception of Denmark, which 
emerged from  under the cloak of German occupation in May 1945 with 
its constitutional institutions largely intact,2 government was notable at 
the moment of liberation mainly by its absence. The combined impact of 
Nazi and Allied occupations during the final years of the war destroyed 
much of the conventional framework of public administration, replacing 
it with haphazard regimes of military occupation that coexisted, often 
somewhat awkwardly, with a wide range of self- proclaimed or improvised 

1. See, for example, P. Morgan, The Fall of Mussolini: Italy, the Italians and the Second 
World War (Oxford, 2007), 131–37.

2. B. Lidegaard, A Short History of Denmark in the Twentieth  Century (Copenhagen, 
2009), 144–97.
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committees of liberation, Re sis tance movements, and groupings of social 
notables.3

The dominant real ity almost everywhere was local. Difficulties of com-
munication and the collapse of the hierarchies of bureaucratic adminis-
tration had liberated many communities effectively to themselves. Across 
large areas of Italy between 1943 and 1945, in France in the summer of 
1944, in the Low Countries in the winter of 1944–45, and across the ter-
ritories of the defeated Third Reich in the summer of 1945 millions of 
Eu ro pe ans experienced an enforced break from their role as citizens of 
their nation- state.4 The consequence was certainly not anarchy. Even as 
Eu ro pe ans found themselves without a government, they for the most part 
continued to behave much as if one existed. Habits of obedient citizenship 
and re spect for law  were for most Eu ro pe ans, especially in western and 
central Eu rope, difficult to unlearn. But much of the distinctiveness of 
liberation, and a strong reason why the period has remained subsequently 
an emotional reference point in Eu ro pean memories, lay in its sense of 
being an exceptional moment, when the normal frameworks of daily life 
had ceased to exist. The consequences could be arbitrary, unpredictable, 
and dangerous. The general settling of accounts— what in Italy became 
known as the resa dei conti— that followed liberation was an unscripted 
pro cess that took place beyond or alongside more  legal patterns of justice.5 
Throughout liberated and Allied- occupied Eu rope, power was at times 
exercised through the barrel of a gun, and all of Eu rope was provided 
with an unpre ce dented number of guns, many of which had fallen into 
ill- trained or ill- intentioned hands. Authority in  these circumstances, as in 
cities such as Marseille or Florence in the summer of 1944, tended to reside 
in the hands of whoever acted most swiftly in occupying public buildings 
and issuing decrees to the population.6 But it could also be empowering, 
as communities at the level of the factory, the village, or indeed the refugee 
or prisoner- of- war camp, took  matters into their own hands. The inhab-
itants of a village in the Auvergne de cided in the summer of 1944, long 
before the arrival of any liberation from outside, to set up a sign at the 

3. For a general account of the pro cess of liberation, see W. Hitchcock, Liberation: The 
 Bitter Road to Freedom, Eu rope 1944–1945 (London, 2009).

4. M. Koreman, The Expectation of Justice: France 1944–46 (Durham, NC, 1999), 2.
5. J. Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory (New York, 2009), 168–82; W. Rauscher, Karl 
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rezione nel secondo conflitto mondiale: Il Comitato Toscano di Liberazione nazionale verso 
la ‘battaglia di Firenze,’ ” Rivista storica Italiana 131 (2019): 51–92.
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boundary of their commune announcing “Ici commence la France libre.” 
This was less a partisan statement as to who should rule France than a 
reassertion of the sovereignty of the local community.7

As that sign indicated, the nation was very much pre sent in  people’s 
minds at the war’s end: as a badge of personal and collective identity, an 
ethnic label, or a proj ect for the  future. What was absent was its mod-
ern corollary of effective state power. Unsurprisingly, this created fears 
that the nation- state itself was broken beyond repair, and that the bonds 
of po liti cal and  legal authority that had developed across Eu rope over 
roughly the previous hundred years would not be restored.8 The real ity, 
however, was more complex: the nation migrated from the hierarchical 
structures of the state to the more local level of community and neigh-
bourhood, creating si mul ta neously a sense that the nation was a more pre-
sent real ity—as expressed through the patriotic trappings of liberation— 
and also more distant. The changes that this brought about in the varied 
po liti cal cultures of Eu rope  were subtle, and durable. Most obviously, the 
absence of effective state authority served as an education in the possibil-
ity of self- government. Eu ro pe ans began to do democracy for themselves. 
Men and, more especially,  women or ga nized the provisioning of their own 
communities, improvised forms of collective welfare, and set up neigh-
bourhood committees and councils.9 In some cases,  these practices drew 
on semi- submerged pre- existing forms of direct democracy. Workplace or 
town- square meetings, the establishment of local militias, and, more strik-
ingly, the “unofficial” purges carried out of  those who had transgressed 
social norms by engaging in collaboration with the occupiers during the 
war years  were all aspects of the politics of the liberation era that reached 
back to the era of the French Revolution, or indeed to the urban cultures 
of the early modern era.10

In other ways, however, the impact of the liberation period proved to 
be depoliticizing. The chaos caused by the sustained and rather indiscrim-
inate aerial bombing of the final years of the war was destructive of more 

7. H. R. Kedward, introduction to The Liberation of France: Image and Event, ed. Ked-
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than buildings. It destroyed governance and social norms, encouraging an 
intense and at times amoral individualism evident in the endemic small- 
scale criminality of the era, but also in an obsessive preoccupation with 
one’s own welfare and— for  women especially— that of one’s  family.11 Con-
fronted by a daily strug gle to obtain food, fuel, and money, many Eu ro pe-
ans had  little time for, or interest in, notions of community, and still less 
po liti cal engagement. As two British Members of Parliament reported on 
their visit to Austria in early 1946: “The main daily task of the Viennese 
is to creep quietly about the city, providing . . .  necessities for themselves 
and their families.”12 The impact of the war had often been atomizing, 
and this was especially so in the case of the millions of refugees, displaced 
persons (DPs), and demobilized soldiers who in the summer of 1945  were 
wandering across central Eu rope in search of  family, food, and shelter.13 
The incremental advance of the Allies, from south, west, and east, into the 
core territories of the Third Reich, from the original landings in southern 
Italy in the summer of 1943 to the fall of Berlin almost two years  later, had 
been a welcome deliverance for many, but one that provoked the collapse 
of much of the fabric of daily life. In his vivid description of Naples during 
the Allied occupation of 1944, Norman Lewis, for example, portrayed a 
society where social bonds had simply dissolved: extreme deprivation and 
the collapse of the Fascist structures of government  were exacerbated by the 
corrosive impact of an army of occupation possessed of vast resources but no 
real comprehension of Neapolitan society.14 This was, however, not a state 
of primitive equality. In a society of chronic shortages and  limited legality, 
power, in its more direct forms, was every thing, as individuals sought to 
exploit and barter what ever  limited assets they possessed— such as food, 
cigarettes, clothing, and their bodies—to make their lives more bearable.15

The term “exhaustion” often used by historians to convey the character 
of the immediate post- war era may therefore contain less a meta phorical 
truth than a physical one.16 Many Eu ro pe ans had been worn down by the 
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sufferings and exigencies of daily life, which in some areas of Occupied 
Eu rope provoked surges in po liti cal radicalization.17 As Nazi rule began 
to fracture, neighbourhoods fought back against German oppression, 
through actions of direct re sis tance or the subversion of German  orders as 
well as the creation of networks of clandestine power.  After liberation, this 
led also to a general and essentially uncontrollable release of the social and 
po liti cal tensions that had built up during German occupation, as groups 
such as industrial workers launched strikes and factory occupations to 
improve their material conditions, and reverse the unequal social equa-
tions of power in their workplaces and daily lives.18 But, more frequently, 
the legacies of the war  were evident less in movements of mass mobili-
zation than in the narrowing of personal and po liti cal horizons.  People 
looked to their own interests and the interests of  those close to them, cre-
ating what one Belgian Catholic writer termed with some disdain in 1945 
a culture of “individualisme alimentaire.”19

In the same way, the hunger felt at liberation was therefore often more 
material than po liti cal. This was a truth that had to be learned by  those 
many movements that presented themselves as the agents of post- war rev-
olution. Within Axis- occupied Eu rope, the engagement of many intellec-
tuals in Re sis tance movements as well as the enforced suspension of more 
conventional forms of po liti cal activism had created a torrent of clandes-
tine manifestos and programmes, each seeking to outdo the  others in its 
exposition of the radical changes that must be enacted  after the defeat of 
Nazism.20 At the liberation, however,  these groups generally strug gled to 
find a mass audience. Newspapers founded with the ambition of acting 
as the agents of po liti cal renewal soon discovered that their readers  were 
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more interested in the price and availability of bread and the sports news 
than they  were in plans for po liti cal and social change.21 Similarly, many of 
the new po liti cal movements established at the liberation to act as spokes-
men for Re sis tance ideas  were marginalized by  those established po liti cal 
forces that proved more  adept at tailoring their messages to immediate 
agendas of material improvement.

The war had proved to be more of a rupture in  people’s lives than in 
their politics.  There  were real changes in po liti cal attitudes: it was in the 
1940s that a significant proportion of Eu ro pe ans became, and remained, 
supporters of Communist parties and trade  unions, at the same time as 
millions of  others disengaged from the politics and mentalities of the 
authoritarian or radical right. Moreover, for some Europeans— especially 
a certain younger intelligent sia— the impulse of events provided a heady 
baptism of po liti cal engagement.  After the constraints of war and dictator-
ship, they  were set  free to advocate their ideas of a new social and po liti cal 
order, rooted within the networks of intellectual affinity and friendship, 
and their participation in discussion groups and periodicals.22 This set 
the po liti cal trajectory, often for de cades to come, of  those whom Sean 
Forner has termed the “engaged demo crats.”23 But, alongside this ferment 
and innovation,  there was also much continuity of views and attitudes. 
The labels of parties, and indeed their orga nizational structures, might 
be new, but values and a socially rooted sense of what constituted legiti-
mate government remained largely intact.24  There was also a newly cau-
tious character to  people’s po liti cal commitment. The experience of 
the war years, and indeed that of the 1930s, had been an education for 
many citizens in the dangers that could arise from po liti cal engagement. 
Individuals and communities  were newly conscious of what they had to 
lose from committing themselves too emphatically, or too visibly, to any 
cause.  There was consequently a perceptible wariness in po liti cal atti-
tudes in the aftermath of the war. Voters  were understandably distrust-
ful of empty promises, and  were more interested in local and material 
changes than in grandiose proj ects of institutional change. This produced 
a pragmatic re orientation in po liti cal attitudes: rather than challenging 
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the representatives of authority, most  people seemed more concerned to 
negotiate with them to obtain what they needed, notably in terms of hous-
ing, employment, and welfare benefits.25

It is therefore easy to exaggerate the extent of the new in Eu ro pean 
po liti cal loyalties  after 1945.  There was an inevitable hyperbole to the rhe-
toric deployed at the end of the war. Every body— including  those who in 
more normal times  were distinctly more conservative in inclination and 
language— declared that change on a large scale was necessary and desir-
able. As no less a figure than Pius XII declared in his widely noted Christ-
mas message of 1944, “this world war, this universal upheaval, must mark 
the inauguration of a radically new and completely reordered world.”26 
Such statements did of course often disguise more careful calculations of 
material interest; but  there was an undeniable wish that the enormous 
 human and material sacrifices of the war years should find their recom-
pense in the achievement of a more peaceful and prosperous order. Con-
trary to what had happened  after 1918, the final military victory must this 
time be accompanied by changes of regime, of society, and above all of 
mentalities, which would create, in the characteristic words of the pro-
gressive Belgian Catholic phi los o pher Jacques Leclercq, “une ère nouvelle 
où la justice et la fraternité humaine pourront atteindre un niveau auquel 
nos ancêtres ne pouvaient aspirer” (a new era where justice and  human 
solidarity  will be able to attain a level to which our ancestors could only 
aspire).27 It is this language, and the emotions that gave it its oxygen, 
that lent 1945 its character as a moment of po liti cal innovation and of 
optimism. Yet, compared with other moments of fundamental change in 
modern Eu ro pean history— such as 1789, 1848, or 1917–19— there was  little 
explicit appeal to the conventional forms of radical action. Eu ro pe ans, it 
seemed, wanted to enter into a new world, but without destroying the old, 
or engaging in the fratricidal civil wars of the recent past.

 There was therefore an air of revolution without revolution to the po liti-
cal rhe toric of liberation. Too much blood had been shed in the recent 
past for Eu ro pe ans to be able to embrace the politics of domestic revolu-
tion in the way that had, for example, occurred in Spain a mere de cade 
 earlier. Rather than barricades and renewed vio lence, Eu ro pe ans aspired 
to a much wider but less concrete pro cess of change, one that would bring 
about a transition in po liti cal and social structures as well as in popu lar 
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mentalities.28 This aspiration— for a revolution of spirits as much as of 
structures— was well captured by the Italian Socialist leader, Pietro Nenni, 
when he repeatedly called in 1944 and 1945 for a “vento del Nord” that 
would sweep down the Italian peninsula from the Re sis tance heartlands of 
the north, bringing with it a radical change of po liti cal and social culture.29

Nenni’s hopes, in common with  those of many  others throughout 
Eu rope, would be disappointed. Over the subsequent few years, much did 
change in Italy: the country became a republic, a new demo cratic consti-
tution was introduced,  women  were enfranchised, and national elections 
 were held that led to the durable ascendancy of two parties— the Christian 
Demo crats and the Communists— that  were emphatically diff er ent from 
the major po liti cal forces of the past.  These  were radical changes, and 
more far- reaching than  those that occurred in many other areas of Eu rope. 
But, in Italy, just as elsewhere in Western Eu rope, Nenni’s hopes that 
the war would lead to a moment of fundamental po liti cal refoundation 
proved to be misplaced.30 The vision articulated by Re sis tance activists 
in both France and Italy, of a “new” or “true” democracy— what the Italian 
Socialist Giuseppe Faravelli termed a “democrazia integrale,” accompa-
nied by wide- ranging programmes of industrial, agrarian, and educational 
reform— soon appeared to be  little more than a utopian dream. As early as 
1946, Faravelli was already bemoaning the notion of a missed revolution. 
Presented with the opportunity to act decisively, the Italian Socialists had 
failed to seize the initiative, instead allowing other, less demo cratic forces 
with more self- interested agendas to come to the fore.31

In truth, this concept of a missed moment of radical change— which 
would have a long  future before it— rested on a superficial understanding 
of the popu lar mood. Eu rope had moved beyond the era of revolutions. 
New princi ples, parties, and personalities did indeed come to the fore  after 
the war, but they did so within a framework of continuities of institutional 
structures and of social power that blunted the energy of po liti cal inno-
vation, and caused much of the optimism of liberation to ebb away over 
the subsequent months. Populations, too,  were not slow to appreciate this 
real ity. When Danes came to refer to the summer of 1945 as “the short 
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summer of liberation,” they conveyed both the hopes generated by libera-
tion from German occupation, and the way in which they had soon recali-
brated their expectations to reflect the return of the normal.32

Control of the state—or, more precisely, of  those institutions that could 
claim to such a title— was essential to this pro cess of incremental nor-
malization. The question of state power was indisputably the most urgent 
one at the end of the war, and certainly loomed largest in the minds of 
 those who aspired to be the rulers of the new Eu rope. The structures and 
bureaucracies of government had to be remade, and then reinserted into 
the fabric of local communities and the lives of individuals. This pro cess 
of state reconquest took longer than military conquest; it was also gen-
erally more contested. What ever their confident rhe toric, the candidate 
rulers  were intensely aware of the precarious nature of their authority. 
Few could claim a mono poly of  legal or po liti cal legitimacy, and none pos-
sessed the resources—be they military, financial, or bureaucratic— simply 
to impose their authority on their liberated territories. The variety of exile 
regimes established in London and elsewhere during the war years had 
prepared obsessively for the moment of liberation, and the forms of oppo-
sition that they anticipated they would encounter.33 They therefore tried 
to overawe potential opponents, moving with ner vous haste to seize con-
trol of the levers of national and local government, issuing  legal decrees 
that granted them wide powers to arrest potential opponents, as well as 
making promises of generous economic and welfare reforms. Government 
in such circumstances was a  matter of smoke and mirrors, and nobody 
understood this better than Charles de Gaulle. Striding purposefully to 
choreographed effect down the Champs- Elysées of newly liberated Paris 
on 26 August 1944, the self- styled leader of the Gouvernement provisoire 
de la République française consciously sought to proj ect his image as the 
rightful head of the French state. This was  little more than make- believe. 
More so than the other putative national leaders, de Gaulle’s authority 
rested on his distinctly dubious claim to be the agent of what he had care-
fully termed in the decree he issued on 9 August 1944 the “rétablissement 
de la légalité républicaine.”34 Unsurprisingly, he consciously avoided any 
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reference to the pre- existing Vichy regime, which had a much better claim 
to be the  legal successor of the Third Republic; but he was just as con-
cerned to avoid the whiff of revolution. On arriving in Paris, he rejected 
the wish of the Re sis tance forces that he should declare a new republic 
from the balcony of the Hôtel de Ville. Instead, he acted in the manner of 
a de facto head of state, taking possession of the principal ministries and 
inspecting the forces of the state gendarmerie before meeting with the 
Re sis tance leaders and effectively declaring that their po liti cal and mili-
tary role was at an end.35

Rhe toric and theatre, supported where necessary by timely displays 
of armed force,  were therefore essential components of the reassertion 
of state authority in liberation Eu rope. But so too was the re- bonding 
of external and internal structures of government. This was primar-
ily a  matter of negotiation. Ahead of liberation, the Allied and exile 
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figure 2. The appearance of authority: de Gaulle walks down the Champs Elysées in 
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authorities, internal po liti cal movements, social organ izations, and 
Re sis tance groups had engaged in complex and often wary attempts at 
coordination. Thus, in France, the Gaullist authorities encouraged the 
creation of a Conseil national de la Résistance (CNR) within German- 
occupied France that invested the Re sis tance with a sense of its official 
status, while at the same time enabling the  Free French authorities in 
London and subsequently Algiers to draw Re sis tance groups  under their 
higher po liti cal authority.36 Similarly, in Italy, at the urgent prompting of 
the Allied authorities, a Committee of National Liberation for Northern 
Italy (CLNAI) was created in January 1944 composed of the burgeoning 
Re sis tance movements in the German- occupied north of the country. 
The committee accepted the authority of the royal regime in the Allied- 
occupied south in return for Allied military assistance and a presence in 
the reconfigured government created in Rome  after the city’s liberation 
in June 1944.37

Short- term pragmatism, coupled with an instinctive preference 
for order— any order, so long as it was predictable and not explic itly 
repressive— was therefore the defining feature of Allied rule in liberated 
Eu rope. The Charter of the Atlantic, concluded by Roo se velt and Churchill 
in August 1941, ahead of American intervention in the war, had made 
broad promises of the new regime of demo cratic freedoms that would fol-
low an Allied victory.38 But  these aspirations  were rapidly overtaken by 
more immediate considerations, not the least of which was the need to 
secure full Soviet participation in the war effort. Moreover, as the Allied 
advance in southern and western Eu rope evolved during the summer  
and autumn of 1944 from initial hopes of a relatively uncontested mili-
tary promenade to a  bitter strug gle against the German armies and their 
allies, so control of territory, resources, and  people became their domi-
nant preoccupation.39 In the lengthy period between the initial Allied 
landings in Italy and France in 1943 and 1944 and the final collapse of 
German re sis tance in May 1945, power in American-  or British- liberated 
areas often lay primarily in the hands of the Allied officials, who operated 
with a wide range of latitude but with  limited resources, and even more 
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 limited understandings of local realities. The nature of rule, unsurpris-
ingly, was heavi ly dependent on the character of the military officers who 
found themselves in positions of authority, as well as the prevailing po liti-
cal dynamics in the liberated territories. Popu lar attitudes to the Allies 
 were rarely as uniform as the cheering crowds who had lined the streets 
on their arrival initially suggested. Moreover, attitudes soon changed, once 
the perception of the Allied armies evolved from that of transient libera-
tors to more permanent occupiers, and more especially once they selected 
local figures to act as their agents.

This was particularly so in  those areas where Allied officials  were 
obliged to act as mediators in the establishment of local and national gov-
ernance. In Belgium, no agreement between the vari ous representatives of 
authority had proved pos si ble prior to the liberation in September 1944, 
creating in effect a multilateral contest for power within the liberated 
country between the representatives of King Leopold III (who had been 
deported to the German Reich in June 1944), the former government in 
exile, the internal institutions of the Belgian state, and a variety of Re sis-
tance groups. The British military authorities  were obliged over the subse-
quent autumn and winter to act as the somewhat reluctant arbitrators of 
conflict. They intervened to support the post- liberation government they 
had helped to bring into existence, while also seeking to advance  those 
figures within it whom the British regarded as most reliable, as well as 
opposing the po liti cal ambitions of Re sis tance radicals, and blocking the 
return of Leopold to his position as monarch by appointing his more mal-
leable  brother, Charles, as regent.40 Allied actions  were decisive elsewhere 
too, most notably in Germany in 1945 where the emphatic nature of the 
occupation and the absence of any legitimate structures of state authority 
required them to engage much more closely with issues of public admin-
istration. Even  here, however, Allied rule generally operated through 
a screen of local intermediaries, who in turn used their Allied- derived 
authority to establish themselves as the representatives of a putative Ger-
man structure of governance.41 In Germany, as in many areas of liber-
ated Eu rope, this resulted in what might best be described as a form of 
semi- democratization. The new rulers of Western Eu rope arrived speak-
ing En glish and deploying predominantly Anglo- American concepts of 
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freedom and justice; but, even as they did so, their actions, rooted within 
the mentalities of professional soldiers, imposed clear limits on the po liti-
cal freedom enjoyed by the local populations. As numerous Re sis tance 
groups and local committees of liberation  were rapidly obliged to accept, 
power derived not from the  people but from the hierarchical command 
structures of the Allied forces.42

Moreover, Allied military governance served as a template for  those 
who followed. For  those national and local civilian officials who gradually 
succeeded the uniformed representatives of the Allied armies, democracy 
came a rather distant second place to governance. The key objective was 
to reassert the effective authority of central government, through creat-
ing a state that possessed, in the anxious words of Pius XII, “the power to 
command with real and effective authority.”43 This was not an easy ambi-
tion to achieve. The improvised power structures of the post- liberation 
months had to be centralized, or perhaps more accurately verticalized, as 
the tasks and powers assumed by local bodies, Re sis tance committees, and 
social organ izations during the era of liberation  were reconnected to state 
institutions and their hierarchies. This pro cess was rarely uncontested, 
especially when—as was the case in the Trieste area of north- eastern 
Italy— rival state structures (Italian and Titoist Yugo slav) claimed sover-
eignty.44 In that case, but also in numerous other areas,  there was a strong 
undercurrent of localism.  People did not challenge the essential legitimacy 
of the state so much as its right to interfere in issues of local concern, espe-
cially when state officials tried to limit the post- liberation role of Re sis-
tance groups or bring the purges of war time collaborators within recog-
nized  legal structures. On occasions, notably in Toulouse in the summer of 
1944 and in Brussels in November of the same year,  these conflicts took on 
the appearance of an insurrection, prompting the authorities to engage in 
displays of force out of proportion to a threat that existed largely in their 
ner vous imagination.45 This overreaction was, however, symptomatic of 
the mood of the time.  There was ample scope for misunderstanding and 
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distrust, as the official representatives of the state came into contact with 
the improvised titles and uniforms of local groups and organ izations.46 
For state officials the greatest fear was not a direct Communist seizure of 
power, but the emergence of a dual- power structure similar to that which 
had developed in Rus sia in 1917, whereby the substance of power gradu-
ally slipped out of the hands of the state into an alternative po liti cal world, 
based around po liti cal militias and local liberation committees.

That fear was not entirely misplaced. The Communist parties in 
German- occupied western Eu rope had prepared intensively for a revo-
lutionary insurrection during what was anticipated to be the chaotic and 
prolonged collapse of Nazi rule. When this failed to come about— partly 
as a consequence of the decision by German military forces in large areas 
of western Eu rope simply to withdraw rather than to stand and fight— 
the Communist parties  were obliged to improvise a policy of attentisme, 
waiting to see what would come of the attempts of the Allied authori-
ties and their local collaborators to establish a  viable structure of rule.47 
But they continued to encourage the development of the local commit-
tees and trade- union organ izations that they hoped would supplant, or 
at least co- exist alongside, the formal institutions of the state. Their goal, 
as the French Communist Party declared in September 1944, was to use 
 these organ izations to bring about what they termed with some menace a 
real and active democracy: “une démocratie réelle et agissante.”48 In this 
uncertain context, nobody could predict  whether the nascent state insti-
tutions would succeed in establishing themselves, or  whether they would 
collapse and be replaced by a diff er ent power structure—or indeed none 
at all.

The pre ce dent provided by events in Rus sia in 1917 was therefore on 
many minds, especially  those of Communist militants. In provincial Rus-
sia the power ful centrifugal forces generated by the First World War and 
the collapse of the authoritarian frameworks of the Tsarist regime had 
produced a similar situation of multiple sources of power, both local and 
provincial and formal and informal, that succeeded in inserting them-
selves between the  people and the state. While the elite in the centres of 
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power in Moscow and St. Petersburg set about building a new po liti cal 
regime, many ordinary Rus sians acted according to localism and self- 
interest, simply disregarding the  orders of the state. Thus, far from pro-
ducing a new era of stable government, “democ ratization,” in the words of 
Sarah Badcock, “resulted in an acceleration of chaos.”49

Much of the same potential for a fragmentation of state authority was 
also pre sent in Eu rope in the final years of the Second World War. Indeed, 
the chaotic and often violent micro- politics that developed in the Balkan 
Mountains and eastern Poland and the western Ukraine in the mid-1940s 
resembled strongly what had occurred in large areas of Rus sia during the 
revolution of 1917 and the subsequent civil war.50 But Western Eu rope 
took a diff er ent course.  Here, the reassertion of national state power was 
sufficiently emphatic to intimidate potential rivals, and to draw them into 
the orbit of the official state authorities.  There was also less appetite for 
outright insubordination or rebellion. What ever the anx i eties of rulers 
regarding the volatility of the populations, especially in southern French 
cities at the moment of liberation in 1944, the real ity was more modest.51 
In par tic u lar, few of the Re sis tance groups proved able to proj ect their 
power beyond the immediate circumstances of liberation. The rapid devel-
opment of Re sis tance networks in many areas of Occupied Eu rope during 
the final years of the war had created a widespread expectation that they 
would become the progenitors of wide- ranging po liti cal and social change. 
The Re sis tance in that sense had become the local manifestation of the 
values of patriotism, egalitarianism, and solidarity generated by strug gle 
against Nazi occupation.52 But, once they  were exposed to the daylight  
of normality  after the liberation, the Re sis tance groups rapidly lost much 
of their discipline, coherence, and moral authority. Orga nizational and 
personal rivalries, as well as more po liti cal divisions, sapped their ability 

49. S. Badcock, Politics and the  People in Revolutionary Rus sia: A Provincial History 
(Cambridge, UK, 2007), 238–43.

50. S. Kalyvas, The Logic of Vio lence in Civil War (Cambridge, UK, 2006); T. Snyder, 
“The  Causes of Ukrainian- Polish Ethnic Cleansing 1943,” Past and Pre sent 179 (2003): 
197–234; T. C. Amar, The Paradox of Ukrainian Lviv: A Borderland City between Stalin-
ists, Nazis, and Nationalists (Ithaca, NY, 2015), 88–142.

51. J.- M. Guillon, “Administrer une ville ingouvernable: Marseille (1938–1946),” in 
Lyon dans la seconde guerre mondiale: Villes et métropoles à l’épreuve du conflit, ed. I. 
von Bueltzingsloewen, L. Douzou, J.- D. Durand, H. Joly, and J. Solchany (Rennes, 2016), 
61–72.

52. This emerges strongly from Kedward, In Search of the Maquis; J.- M. Guillon, “La 
Résistance au village,” in La Résistance et les Français, ed. J. Sainclivier and C. Bougeard 
(Rennes, 1995), 223–43.



[ 44 ] chapter one

to pre sent themselves as plausible agents of national renewal.53 Parties 
based on Resistance- derived agendas of po liti cal change  were established, 
notably the Partito d’Azione in Italy and the Union démocratique belge in 
Belgium; but, to the disappointment of their predominantly intellectual 
leaderships, they failed to acquire the mass support they required to exer-
cise a durable impact on post- war politics.54

Much more emphatic in po liti cal terms was the return of the old. The 
war years had destroyed many individual po liti cal  careers, and made only 
a few new ones. The result was a change of generation as older figures, 
discredited by their war time choices or more simply by their age, left the 
po liti cal stage.55 In some cases, this enabled new, generally younger, fig-
ures from outside the established elites to emerge as power ful local politi-
cians, drawing on the prestige derived from their war time actions, often 
within Re sis tance movements.56  These, however,  were the exceptions. On 
the  whole, the leaders of post- war Eu rope  were not so much new men, as 
new  faces drawn from within  those same milieux that, since the advent of 
mass politics in Western Eu rope at the beginning of the twentieth  century, 
had provided the large majority of the po liti cal personnel. Politics conse-
quently remained largely in the hands of middle- aged and middle- class 
men, supplemented in some cases by a few  women and by figures from 
more modest origins who  were drawn into the po liti cal world by their edu-
cation or their roles within trade  unions and welfare organ izations.57

This stability of personnel formed part of a broader restoration, or 
reassertion, of pre- existing frameworks of ideology, confession, and social 
class. With the striking exception of the re- establishment of the two prin-
cipal pre- war parties (the Socialists and Christian Socials) as the twin 
dominant forces in Austria, nearly all of the major non- Communist parties 
across Eu rope  were at pains to pre sent themselves as new in the immedi-
ate post- war years. The extent of their newness was, however, distinctly 
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relative. In many cases, po liti cal labels changed, as with the relaunch of 
the Dutch Socialist party in February 1946 as the more inclusive Partij van 
de Arbeid.58 In other cases, the entire framework of the po liti cal parties 
was new. This was most obviously so in the case of the Christian Demo-
cratic parties, which rapidly acquired a prominent presence across a broad 
 belt of largely Catholic territories stretching from the Low Countries to 
north- eastern Italy.  These  were in most cases much more than a recon-
figuration of the Catholic po liti cal movements that had existed since the 
late nineteenth  century. Their leaders consciously sought to break with 
the confessional priorities of the past, presenting their parties as modern, 
cross- class movements, operating in de pen dently of the Catholic Church, 
that would combine economic and social reform with a Christian- inspired 
concern for the development of the individual.59

The spirit of ideological innovation evident within  these parties was, 
however, mitigated by the worlds within which they operated. In the case 
of the Christian Demo crats’ endeavours to pre sent themselves as a new 
po liti cal movement, and the somewhat more hesitant efforts of Socialist 
parties, the intellectual momentum for change ran ahead of the more con-
servative mentalities of their local organ izations and, more especially, of 
their electors.60 The moulds within which politics  were  shaped, especially 
at the level of communities, remained remarkably durable, reflecting the 
ways in which  these po liti cal cleavages  were rooted in the textures of social 
life. Politics in liberated Eu rope therefore had something of the character 
of a river returning to its former shape and direction of flow  after a flood. 
What ever the aspirations for change, the return to past practices often 
obeyed forces stronger than the aspirations of leaders and activists.

Eu ro pe ans, it seemed, had difficulty thinking in new po liti cal lan-
guages  after the war. Some had changed their politics, or  were obliged to 
recognize the demise of the po liti cal movements that they had formerly 
supported. But many had not changed their under lying po liti cal opin-
ions, and preferred familiar slogans and structures to the lure of the new. 
This was reflected in the post- war elections, which,  behind the changes 
of nomenclature and of candidates, often demonstrated the under lying 

58. J. Bank, “De theorie van de vernieuwing en de praktijk van de wederopbouw: Het 
Nederlandse socialisme in de tweede helft van de jaren veertig,” in In dienst van het gehele 
volk: De West- Europese sociaal- democratie tussen aanpassing en vernieuwing 1945–1950, 
by J. Bank, M. Van Haegendoren, and W. Kok (Amsterdam, 1987), 102–4.

59. See, for example, M. Van den Wijngaert, Ontstaan en stichting van de CVP- PSC: De 
lange weg naar het kerstprogramma (Brussels, 1976). See also pp. 188–91.

60. See p. 165.



[ 46 ] chapter one

continuity of the frontiers of religious confession and of social class. Most 
strikingly,  there was no durable shift of voters to the po liti cal left; instead, 
the consolidation of a new po liti cal pole of the centre- right proved to be 
the principal electoral trend of the  later 1940s and the 1950s. With the 
demise of movements of the extreme right, many of their former elec-
tors, it seemed,  adopted without any  great difficulty the language of a 
more moderate right, and in par tic u lar of Christian Democracy, which 
combined a certain social conservatism (and anti- communism) with the 
defence of par tic u lar material interests. It was  these parties of the centre- 
right that proved to be the most effective in building broad co ali tions of 
social interest during the post- war years. They exploited not only fears 
of Communism— both external and internal— but also the way in which 
many electors, especially in the towns and villages of provincial Eu rope, 
identified with a non- dogmatic conservatism that accepted modernization 
while seeking to mitigate its disruptive consequences.61

This ascendancy of a cautious conservatism was most apparent in the 
former territories of the Third Reich. Nowhere did the po liti cal vacuum 
of 1945 seem more emphatic than in Germany and Austria, and yet this 
resulted in Germany in the fifteen- year hegemony of the Christian Demo-
crats led by the el derly Konrad Adenauer, and in Austria in the establish-
ment of a durable co ali tion of the two principal po liti cal parties of the inter-
war years, the Socialists and the Christian Socials of the newly renamed 
Österreichische Volkspartei (ÖVP). Neither outcome was especially demo-
cratic. In Austria, the representatives of the parties, operating  under the 
aegis of the veteran Socialist (and subsequent president of the Republic) 
Karl Renner, simply seized the opportunity provided by the collapse of 
the Third Reich in order to re- establish their rule, for which they sought 
retrospective popu lar endorsement through the elections held in Novem-
ber 1945.62 In Germany, no such pre- emptive po liti cal coup was pos si ble: 
the weakness of the post- Nazi po liti cal forces was too  great and the oppo-
sition of the Allies too emphatic to permit the  simple recreation of a Ger-
man government. Instead, during the Allied occupation from 1945 to 1949 
the British, American, and French forces gradually drip- fed forms of self- 
government into German local and regional administration, before capping 
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it off with the final establishment of the Federal Republic in 1949, separate 
from the Demo cratic Republic established  under Communist leadership in 
the Soviet zone. This pro cess was not planned in advance, most especially 
in the way it resulted in the emergence of two rival German states in east 
and west. But, despite significant differences in the approach  adopted by 
the three western military administrations in their zones of occupation, 
the princi ples of the Federal Republic that gradually took shape resem-
bled  those  adopted elsewhere in Western Eu rope. This was most apparent 
through the concern that democracy should be the outcome rather than the 
method. The German  people  were kept at a distinctly wary distance from 
this pro cess of state building. Power was vested by the Allied authorities in 
the hands of a cadre of predominantly Christian Demo cratic and Socialist 
po liti cal figures from the Weimar years, who gradually assumed responsibil-
ity for municipal, regional, and ultimately federal government.63

The managed temper of this demo cratic transition in West Germany 
reflected the broader relations of power in post- war Eu rope. Administra-
tive power, especially that of institutions associated with Allied military and 
po liti cal rule, loomed large, while demo cratic power was much weaker. Gov-
ernmental administrations, and not parliaments or po liti cal parties,  were ini-
tially the real locus of authority. In most Eu ro pean states the po liti cal energies 
of liberation  were constrained within a dominant politics of national  union, 
in which the major parties subordinated their individual programmes to 
the shared task of national reconstruction. Though the dominant fault line 
of politics lay between a renovated but rather  limited parliamentary democ-
racy and the wider Volksdemokratie or démocratie populaire espoused by the 
Communists and certain of their Re sis tance allies,64 this choice rarely became 
explicit in the politics of the post- liberation era. In large part, this was the 
consequence of the decision of the Communist parties of Western Eu rope 
during the winter of 1944–45 to draw back from launching a direct challenge 
to the nascent post- war regimes. This was prob ably wise: the forceful British 
military intervention on the streets of Athens in December 1944 to support 
the police of the British- backed state against the Communist- directed EAM 
Re sis tance movement served as an unmistakable warning to radical forces 
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elsewhere in Eu rope of the unwillingness of the Allied powers to tolerate chal-
lenges to their authority or that of their local allies.65 But the Communist 
willingness to accept the limits imposed on their freedom of action by partici-
pation in co ali tions of national unity, and the abandonment that this implied 
of many of their hard- won positions of po liti cal strength within alternative 
power structures such as the Re sis tance groups, had consequences that  were 
more than tactical. It removed any sense of a clear po liti cal choice at the end 
of the war, instead casting a cloak of national  union over the divisions of poli-
tics and of social class.66

The Communist decision was an understandable one. National  union, 
at a time when the defeat of the Third Reich remained to be secured, 
communities had to be rebuilt, populations fed, and industrial produc-
tion resumed, was anything but an empty slogan. Loyalty to the Soviet 
Union in its effort to impose a complete military defeat on Nazi Germany 
merged with the patriotic spirit of the hour to create an obsessive con-
cern within Communist ranks to subordinate every thing— including their 
po liti cal goals—to the urgent needs of the war effort.67 However, the pri-
macy accorded to national  union acted as a roadblock to the relaunching 
of demo cratic politics. Po liti cal disagreements  were muffled by the need 
for patriotic unity, and freedoms subordinated to the collective discipline 
required for the war effort. Extended by the unexpectedly lengthy final 
military campaign against the Third Reich, the framework of national 
 union constrained democracy within the exceptionalism of war, and per-
haps most importantly ensured that the reassertion of state power pre-
ceded the inauguration of democracy.68

Thus, when by the autumn of 1945 Eu rope fi nally began to escape from 
the most immediate consequences of war, liberation as an event, but also 
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as a period— and indeed a state of mind— was already at an end. In its 
place, the dominant ethos was one of normality. The tangible sense that 
an exceptional period had ended was apparent everywhere in Western 
Eu rope over the course of the subsequent winter. The fighting had come to 
an end in Eu rope if not in the colonial territories of the Eu ro pean powers, 
the armies of liberation  were leaving Eu rope or being demobilized, struc-
tures of military government  were being dismantled, families  were being 
re united or refounded, and economic production, trade, and employment 
 were slowly restoring a modicum of stability to daily lives. This normality 
was of course often more a facade than a real ity.  There could be no recov-
ery of normality for the millions of Eu ro pe ans who had been bereaved or 
uprooted, or whose property, businesses (large or more frequently small), 
families, and lives had been irredeemably destroyed or overturned by 
the events of the war years. To take just one statistic among many: it was 
estimated that some thirteen million Eu ro pean  children had lost one or 
both parents in the war, generating an immediate need for structures of 
care, such as orphanages, as well as a psychological legacy of trauma that 
endured through the subsequent de cades.69

When villa gers in the Apennines referred back to the war years, 
they apparently often described it as the rastrellamento, an agricultural 
description of the pro cess of raking through the soil, whereby every thing is 
broken up but, significantly, a new order is created.70 The meta phor is an 
appealing one. Every thing had indeed been transformed by the events of 
the war years, and yet the outcome in much of Western Eu rope was a new 
normality that was directed firmly  towards the  future. Eu ro pe ans, under-
standably enough, wanted to escape from the war, with all of its  trials and 
dangers, and embrace the security of a private and predictable daily life. 
As one Re sis tance  woman activist in Toulouse subsequently recalled to 
an oral history enquiry: “All we hoped for from the Liberation was to live 
normally again.”71

This desire for normality should not be taken at face value. For  those 
in authority, it provided a con ve nient means of legitimizing actions that 
excluded radical change in the name of restoring a distinctly one- sided 
form of order. Nevertheless, the re- establishment of normality in 1945–46 
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was more than a trick of the light. Elsewhere, in the  bitter civil war raging 
in the mountains of northern Greece, or in eastern Eu rope, where enor-
mous pro cesses of ethnic, social, and po liti cal change continued to unfurl, 
much about the nature of the post- war order remained profoundly unclear. 
In Western Eu rope, however, that uncertainty— and the consequent sense 
of open- ended po liti cal possibility— proved to be of much shorter dura-
tion. Significant issues of domestic policy remained to be resolved; but, 
by the end of 1945, nation- state structures had been restored everywhere 
except in Germany, elections  were being held or  were planned, the rub-
ble of the conflict was being cleared away, and employment, stable cur-
rencies, and provision of food and housing  were slowly being restored.72 
Restoration, rather than revolution, had, it seemed, become the domi-
nant mentality. This was reflected too in the way that the state became 
an instrument of normalization rather than of innovation.  Those often 
technocratic- minded figures who had hoped that the liberation would 
provide the opportunity for the top- down reshaping of Eu ro pean socie ties 
 were obliged to recognize that state institutions had instead become the 
instrument of largely conservative interests.73

Even the novel concept of a west of Eu rope was in its own way a reflec-
tion of this tentative sense of normality. Western Eu rope had by the end of 
1945 acquired bound aries that  were defined in the east by the very diff er-
ent politics generated by Soviet occupation, and in the south by the civil 
war in Greece, and the large- scale challenges to British and French colo-
nial rule in the  Middle East and Algeria. Moreover, despite a noisy propa-
ganda campaign by the French Communist Party and Spanish Republican 
exiles, Western Eu rope, it was now clear, also ended at the Pyrenees. The 
never clearly stated commitment of the Allies to bring about the over-
throw of the authoritarian regimes of the Iberian Peninsula wilted rapidly 
 after the defeat of Nazism. The French authorities closed the border with 
Spain, almost as if to cut off potential contagion from the Franco regime, 
but  there was  little appetite for a further military crusade for democracy. 
The Spanish members of French Re sis tance groups who tried to transfer 
their tactics of guerrilla warfare to Spanish soil  were repressed with almost 
complete impunity by Franco’s forces, while the governments of Western 
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Eu rope soon discovered the pragmatic advantages of concluding agree-
ments with the Spanish regime.74

The po liti cal character of the new Western Eu rope was also becom-
ing clear. By 1946 the co ali tions of national  union that had been created 
at the moment of liberation had begun to unravel. In their place,  there 
was a resurgence of fierce partisan rivalries, exacerbated by the mate-
rial shortages of the era, and by the often rapid succession of local and 
national elections.  These conflicts took vari ous forms, opposing Socialists 
against parties of the centre- right, and Catholics against secular parties; 
but increasingly the primary division was between the Communists and 
the other parties. Throughout Eu rope, both east and west, collabora-
tion between Communists and non- Communists proved difficult to 
achieve, and even more difficult to sustain. In Czecho slo va kia, which fell 
within the Soviet sphere of influence, this culminated in the winter of 
1947–48 in the collapse of multiparty democracy and its replacement 
in real ity, if not in name, by a single- party state.75 In the west, however, 
it led in the spring of 1947 to the semi- enforced departure of the Com-
munists from the co ali tion governments of France, Italy, and Belgium, 
and the subsequent marginalization of Communist parties, movements, 
and militants.76

This too was in its own way a return of normality: Communism had 
long been a much- distrusted presence in Eu ro pean po liti cal life. The part-
ing of the ways between Communism and West Eu ro pean democracy that 
took place in the second half of the 1940s was, however, all the more dra-
matic  because it occurred  after an era when the commitment of the Com-
munists to the national cause had been demonstrated in rhe toric and in 
deed through the prominent role that party militants had played in the 
strug gles for national liberation against Nazi rule. The sacrifices that the 
Communists, alongside their Soviet allies, had made for the cause of patri-
otic re sis tance gave the parties in much of post- war Eu rope a moral legiti-
macy as the parti des fusillés— the party of the executed—as the members 
of the French Communist Party, the PCF, characterized themselves at the 
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liberation.77 This gave them the prestige and levels of popu lar support 
that seemed destined to assure them a central role in post- war democracy.

This was, moreover, a responsibility that many Communist leaders 
appeared  eager to assume. The war years had invested Communists’ defi-
nitions of their po liti cal goals with a new seriousness. In par tic u lar, the 
strug gles and sacrifices incurred in the Re sis tance led them to empha-
size the national context of their ambitions. Communist programmes of 
the mid-1940s rejected much of their former internationalist rhe toric in 
favour of their pursuit of national paths to socialism.78 The Communists 
had become the hyper- patriots of the era, and this in turn gave increased 
importance to their commitment to democracy: the  peoples of Eu rope 
freed from Nazi occupation would become the masters of their own affairs 
within their national bound aries. Thus, rather than pursuing the elusive 
prospect of revolution, the Communist parties of Western Eu rope focused 
on the twin  causes of national liberation and the construction of a pro-
gressive democracy. Indeed, in the fluid po liti cal circumstances of the 
era from 1943 to 1947, the Communists  were almost alone in embracing 
 wholeheartedly the language and symbolism of democracy. The proj ect of 
a  people’s democracy was expressed with diff er ent linguistic and national 
nuances by all of the Western Eu ro pean Communist parties. In part, their 
purpose was instrumental: at a time when the Communists  were fully 
engaged in what they regarded as a race  towards electoral victory, this 
language was intended to reassure hesitant voters that their goals  were 
no longer  those of the revolutionary template of 1917, or the conspirato-
rial revolutions attempted by the Communists during the interwar years. 
Instead, the PCF’s goal of a République démocratique, laïque, et sociale, or 
the democrazia di tipo nuovo advocated by Togliatti as the leader of the 
Italian Communist Party, the PCI, was presented as a broad- based pro-
gressive regime, in which enhanced social rights would be accompanied 
by po liti cal pluralism.79 In a prominent interview given (in a sign of the 
new po liti cal realities) to The Times in November 1946, the French Com-
munist leader Maurice Thorez referred repeatedly to the “national and 
demo cratic character” of the PCF, insisting that “the Communist Party, 
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in its action as part of the Government and within the framework of the 
parliamentary system it has helped to re- establish,  will hold strictly to the 
demo cratic programme which has won for it the confidence of the masses 
of the  people.”80

 These  were, of course, words carefully crafted to appeal to a par tic-
u lar audience at a moment when Thorez was hopeful of becoming the 
next French prime minister. But they demonstrated, too, the distance that 
Eu ro pean Communist leaders had travelled since the international leader-
ship of the Comintern had rather abruptly  adopted its popular- front strat-
egy in the mid-1930s.81 Though disrupted by the subsequent voltes- faces 
in Soviet policy, most notably the Nazi- Soviet pact of 1939, as well as by 
the changes in leadership brought about by po liti cal persecution during 
the war years, the ambition for some form of juncture between the final 
goal of a socialist transformation of society and the more inclusive lan-
guage of freedom, democracy, and social pro gress remained a consistent 
ele ment of the mindset of many Eu ro pean Communists. It had found an 
outlet in the patriotic language of war time re sis tance, which was carried 
over into the espousal of democracy in the post- war years. This did not 
imply an abandonment of Marxism: in contrast to the conventional parlia-
mentary democracy of cap i tal ist society, the Communist vision of popu lar 
democracy proposed a wider, deeper, and more power ful democ ratization 
of state, and more especially of society, in which popu lar participation and 
control would fi nally become a real ity.82

This somewhat nebulous vision of democracy as a flexible vessel, by 
which Eu ro pean socie ties would pass beyond the conflicts of capitalism 
to enter a new socialist world, always sat uneasily with long- established 
Marxist assumptions about the necessity of a moment of revolutionary 
rupture.83 However,  until the uncompromising rejection of  these ideas 
at the inaugural meeting of the Comintern held at Szklarska- Poreba in 
Poland in September 1947, the concept of a  people’s democracy enjoyed 
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wide support in Communist ranks, even in the USSR.84 Moreover, what-
ever its doctrinal shortcomings, the appeal of a  people’s democracy was 
for many Western Eu ro pean Communists as much emotional as it was 
intellectual. For  those who had suffered so much in the strug gle against 
Nazism, it appeared fi nally to offer the means of reconciling their commit-
ments to Communism and the nation, through a progressive democracy.

 There was also much in this language that matched the po liti cal cir-
cumstances of the liberation era. It appeared to offer the opportunity 
for Communism to escape from its sectarian isolation within Eu ro pean 
po liti cal life, by reaching out to  those broader sections of the population— 
notably  women, young voters, and intellectuals— who  were believed to 
sympathize with its goal of bringing about what the French Commu-
nist Party termed at its first post- war conference in Paris in June 1945 
“l’élargissement de la démocratie”.85 Indeed, it was their fears as to its 
potential appeal that motivated the fierce hostility to Communist rhe toric 
of a  people’s democracy from other po liti cal groupings. Rather than wel-
coming their conversion to demo cratic values, Socialists, Christian Demo-
crats, and any number of more- conservative- minded groups denounced 
the dictatorial and revolutionary ambitions that, they claimed, lay  behind 
the duplicitous Communist use of the language of democracy.

In this way, the early years of the Cold War took the form of a rhetori-
cal war over owner ship of the concept of democracy. In response to the 
Communists’ language of popu lar democracy, their opponents  adopted 
the banner of what they regarded as a true democracy— one rooted in 
supposedly Eu ro pean values of freedom and pluralism—as the defining 
symbol of their anti- Communist identity. Thus, the regimes established 
in Western Eu rope by the end of the 1940s derived much of their coher-
ence, and indeed their identity as democracies, through the exclusion of 
Communists from national government, as well as the enactment of state 
policies of discrimination against any grouping, such as trade  unions or 
peace movements, believed to be a front for Communist subversion. The 
consequence was to create what was in effect an internal frontier within 
the demo cratic politics of post- war Europe— between east and west, but 
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also within states— whereby Communists and non- Communists  adopted 
what they came to regard as starkly antithetical visions of Eu rope’s demo-
cratic  future. When UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organ ization) convened a group of experts with the aim of 
reaching a common definition of democracy, they celebrated the fact that 
every body now declared themselves to believe in democracy, but  were also 
obliged to accept that this apparent agreement disguised two polarized 
discourses about democracy: “Both sides profess good reasons to believe 
that the conditions essential to democracy in one sense are incompatible 
in the other.”86 Of course, the emergence of this fault line owed much to 
wider events, and most especially the repercussions that the deterioration 
in relations among the victorious Allied powers had on all of the regimes 
in Eu rope, west and east. But it also had origins that predated the realpo-
litik of the nascent Cold War, and that reflected the way anti- Communist 
reflexes had become over the previous years an impor tant component of 
po liti cal culture.

Almost every thing that had happened in Eu rope since the mid-1930s 
had served to undermine the tentative common ground for collaboration 
between Communists and progressive- minded non- Communists gener-
ated by the anti- fascist campaigns of the Popu lar Front era. The collapse of 
the Popu lar Fronts in the late 1930s, the reversal in international Commu-
nist strategy imposed by the Nazi- Soviet Pact of 1939, and the subsequent 
de facto repression of the Communist parties in most Eu ro pean states in 
1939–40 had created a much more polarized politics. This was changed 
only superficially by the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 
and the subsequent engagement of the Eu ro pean Communist movement 
in armed re sis tance and campaigns of patriotic mobilization. Though 
Communists and non- Communists  were now allied in a common cause, 
the po liti cal and orga nizational fault lines between them remained for 
the most part clearly defined. Fears of Communist machinations within 
the Re sis tance  were felt particularly strongly by  those, such as the Social-
ists, who  were conscious of their weakness within this new orga nizational 
world.87  These divisions  were also strongly reinforced  after liberation by 
 bitter strug gles between Socialists and Communists for control of trade 
 unions and local councils, and thereby of factories and local communi-
ties. Town halls, committees of liberation,  union offices, and welfare 
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institutions all formed part of a very direct tussle in the industrial heart-
lands of Eu rope for the vital levers of power and of po liti cal legitimacy.88

The prospect that the defeat of Nazism would enable a return to the 
Popu lar Front politics of the 1930s, or indeed a broader progressive  union, 
therefore proved to be illusory. This was not due to a lack of effort on the 
part of the Communist leaders. They made repeated offers to the Social-
ists to form po liti cal alliances or, more radically, to fuse their po liti cal 
organ izations in a “reunified” socialist movement, by reversing the split 
between the Communist and Socialist movements that had occurred in 
nearly all Eu ro pean states  after the First World War.89 Anti- communism 
proved, however, to be a much more power ful legacy of the war than did 
philo- communism. For most Eu ro pean Socialists, Communism was an 
essentially anti- democratic and even totalitarian po liti cal movement, 
which through its commitment to Leninist notions of a dictatorship of the 
proletariat constituted the opposite of the demo cratic values that, a  little 
retrospectively, many Eu ro pean Socialists regarded as a core ele ment of 
their po liti cal ideology.90 This was a lesson learnt from war time strug-
gles, and which appeared to be confirmed by the events they observed in 
Soviet- occupied central and eastern Eu rope in the immediate post- war 
years. The vis i ble spectacle of heavy- handed Soviet po liti cal and military 
intervention provided an education in instalments in anti- Communism, 
culminating in the so- called Prague Coup in February 1948, which 
destroyed the functioning democracy in Czecho slo va kia and replaced it 
with a Communist- led dictatorship.91 Nor  were such actions  limited to the 
east. Many Western Eu ro pe ans regarded the turbulent protest campaigns 
and strikes initiated by the Communist parties in Western Eu rope in 1947 
and 1948 as proof that the Communists had become the new fifth column 
within democracy.92
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In sum, democracy was no longer what united the erstwhile war-
time allies, but what divided them— politically, philosophically, and 
territorially— from each other. This divergence between, on the one hand, 
a Communist language of popu lar or progressive democracy based around 
the  will of the  people and, on the other, a Western Eu ro pean commit-
ment to the values of demo cratic pluralism acquired definition through 
the journalistic polemics and electoral campaigns of the  later 1940s. As 
the end of one war was replaced by the prospect of another, events danger-
ously close to home in central Europe— notably the Soviet blockade of the 
Allied military zones in Berlin and the creation of the German Demo cratic 
Republic— and by the end of the de cade further afield in China and  Korea 
gave an apparent urgency to the need for demo cratic forces to unite to 
resist the threat posed by Soviet- directed subversion.93

The emotional depth of anti- Communism in the western half of 
Eu rope was, however, always more than simply a response to Soviet ambi-
tions, real and  imagined. It also became part of a cultural identity. Much 
of the population had come to regard the purposes and methods of Com-
munism as the antithesis of the social, po liti cal, and ideological character 
of Western Eu rope.94 This anti- Communism was reinforced by the propa-
ganda of the United States, and of many Eu ro pean po liti cal groups. But it 
derived its plausibility from the wider evolution that had taken place dur-
ing and  after the war  towards a more conservative- minded mentality, in 
which radical social or po liti cal change of any kind was perceived as alien 
to the moderate values of Western Eu rope. In comparison to the stark and 
often violent confrontations of the interwar years, the politics of post- war 
Eu rope operated in a narrower spectrum, within which a commitment to 
democracy, and the concomitant values of individual freedom, became a 
key badge of identity. Consequently, the rejection of Communism— with 
its somewhat caricatured commitment to radical po liti cal change, spirit 
of po liti cal militancy, and ruthless control of all of the instruments of 
power— was an integral part of this shared understanding of democracy.95

Not all, however, benefited equally from this anti- Communist consen-
sus. For parties of the left, and especially the majority of Socialists who 
rejected an alliance with the Communists, it was always difficult to dif-
ferentiate their Socialist goals— those of a socialism that was respectful 
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of liberal values and traditions— from  those of Communism, especially in 
the face of the polemical attacks of their electoral opponents. Conversely, 
the momentum of anti- Communism reinforced the po liti cal and ideologi-
cal identity of movements of the po liti cal centre- right, and most notably 
the new parties of Christian Democracy. The strong per for mances by the 
Christian Demo cratic Party in Belgium (the CVP- PSC), the Mouvement 
républicain populaire (MRP) in France, and the Christian Demo crats (DC) 
in Italy in elections held during the first half of 1946 demonstrated that 
not every body had been radicalized  towards the po liti cal left by the war. 
Instead, Christian Democracy provided a rapidly expanding pole of attrac-
tion, especially in Catholic areas of Western Eu rope, for  those sections of 
the population, particularly middle- class and rural voters, attracted by its 
message of legality, order, and social capitalism, combined with a latent or 
explicit anti- Communism.96

The key event in this po liti cal transition was the general elections held 
in Italy in April 1948. Against the backdrop of the wider conflicts of the 
Cold War, including what was perceived as the Communist coup in Prague 
in February 1948, the Christian Demo crats led by the prime minister, de 
Gasperi, and the Communists of Togliatti (allied for once in a rather slen-
der Popu lar Front with the majority Socialist party led by Nenni) mobi-
lized their supporters through mass rallies, poster campaigns, and, in the 
case of the DC, the emphatic support of the Catholic hierarchy. The result 
of what the Socialist Giuseppe Saragat termed “a choice of civilizations” 
proved to be decisive—48.5 per cent voted for the DC and 31 per cent for 
the Communist- led Popu lar Front— and the possibility of a transition to 
some form of  people’s democracy rapidly evaporated.97 In some ways, the 
election campaign demonstrated the ways in which the Cold War had cur-
tailed demo cratic freedoms:  behind the scenes, the American government 
gave substantial financial assistance to de Gasperi’s Christian Demo crats, 
and the Italian Ministry of the Interior used its powers to disrupt the 
activities of Communist militants. But in other ways the election was an 
emphatic victory for democracy. The campaign was largely peaceful; more 
than twenty- seven million male and female Italians— a remarkable 92% of 
the electorate— voted in a  free and orderly manner; and the principal loser, 
Togliatti, praised the calm and civic sense displayed by the electors. When 
a potential assassin wounded the Communist leader in July 1948, party 
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supporters briefly occupied factories and a number of public buildings 
in some northern cities; but, calmed by a call for order issued by Togliatti 
from his hospital bed,  these extralegal activities soon came to an end.98

The Italian election campaign of 1948 thus demonstrated the 
limitations— but also the resilience—of demo cratic structures in Western 
Eu rope. As Togliatti’s words indicated, re spect for the rules of the elec-
toral game was shared by the Communist leader and his Christian Demo-
cratic opponent.99 Both accepted the legitimacy of the opposing camp; 
and democracy provided not only a means of winning power, but also 
of coming to terms with defeat. In Togliatti’s case, his attitude no doubt 
owed much to his recognition that any attempt to challenge the Italian 
state would have been doomed to fail. But his pursuit of a legalist and 
non- insurrectionary course also drew on more than twenty years of Com-
munist activism and his sincere belief that a revolutionary transition to 
Communism—in effect a repetition of 1917— would not provide the basis 
for a durable socialist regime in a Western Eu ro pean context. Commu-
nists could not grab power, but had to win it, through encouraging the 
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development of progressive trends within democracy. As early as 1936, he 
had developed his idea of a “democracy of a new type” in response to the 
events of the Spanish Civil War, where he had been sent as a representative 
of the Comintern. This was, in effect, the strategy he sought to implement 
in Italy from 1943 onwards, placing the rapidly expanding PCI at the cen-
tre of the Re sis tance, the trade  unions, and the new post- Fascist po liti cal 
system.100 It was a policy that also had the approval of the Comintern and 
of Stalin, who in December 1947 bluntly replied to an Italian Communist 
emissary impatient for revolution that “ Today, it is not pos si ble.”101

At heart, however, it also accorded with the ambitions of the Commu-
nist leaders of Western Eu rope, such as Togliatti, for whom the goal of a 
demo cratic transition to socialism was always more than a tactic. This was 
not a universal attitude.  There  were always  those within Communist ranks 
who resented the social and po liti cal compromises imposed by seeking to 
build a co ali tion of allies, and who regarded participation in parliamen-
tary democracy as an abandonment of Communist ideals.102 The prob lem, 
however, that always confronted  those who advocated  going “beyond 
democracy” was the evident unreality of an insurrectionary strategy. 
The strike waves that occurred regularly during the post- war years dem-
onstrated the grievances felt by many workers who believed, with real 
justification, that they  were not receiving their share of the fruits of eco-
nomic recovery;103 but the workers tangibly lacked the resources to serve 
as the agents of a wider change of po liti cal regime. Compared with the 
spectacle of real insurrection as manifested by the anti- Stalinist demon-
strators in Budapest in 1956 or by the opponents of French rule in the 
cities of Algeria in the  later 1950s, the idea of a revolution of the left in 
Western Eu rope appeared rather suddenly to have been consigned to the 
past tense.

Communist attitudes to democracy during the post- war de cades 
therefore rested on an ever more tangible disjuncture between words and 
actions. On the one hand, they used  every opportunity to denounce, often 
with real virulence, the actions of American, cap i tal ist, and neo- fascist 
forces who had stolen the demo cratic freedoms fought for in the war time 
strug gle against Nazism, and had transformed the countries of Western 
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Eu rope into “vassal states” of the United States.104 On the other hand, 
they participated in the demo cratic pro cess at the national and local levels, 
with all that entailed in terms of the pursuit of votes and alliances, as well 
as the exercise of power and re spect for  legal procedures. The Communists 
therefore continued to act as demo crats, encouraging their followers to 
make use of their  legal freedoms, even as they denounced the absence of 
democracy.105 The almost schizophrenic attitude that this duality fostered 
was exacerbated by the suffocating influence exercised over the Western 
Eu ro pean parties during the late Stalinist years by the Comintern. The 
ever more virulent tone of the campaigns led by the Communist parties for 
democracy and peace (in opposition to the American imperialist occupa-
tion of Eu rope and the war in  Korea) coupled with ritualistic references to 
the wisdom of Stalin and to the Soviet Union as “the country which acts as 
the guide of democracy and peace”—le pays qui est le guide du camp de la 
démocratie et de la Paix dans le monde— lacked po liti cal plausibility, and 
prevented the Western Eu ro pean Communist parties from articulating an 
alternative discourse of democracy.106

This oppositionist stance led the Communists, almost despite them-
selves, out of the demo cratic mainstream. Police infiltration and the 
regular revelations— however far they  were manipulated by the Soviet 
leadership—of traitors within Communist ranks encouraged a return to 
the siege mentality of the war years, in which current po liti cal events  were 
interpreted through the prism of references to occupation, re sis tance, and 
betrayal. They had been drawn into a world of distorting mirrors in which 
conspiracy theories and empty slogans took the place of engagement 
with the rapidly modernizing social and po liti cal landscapes of Western 
Eu rope.107 This was reinforced by the way in which the Western Eu ro-
pean Communist parties tacked repeatedly in response to the changing 
winds from the Soviet Union  after the death of Stalin and the Soviet- led 
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armed intervention in Hungary in 1956. Events in Budapest in the autumn 
of that year  were in this re spect a defining moment for the relationship 
between Communism and democracy, most especially in France. At the 
liberation, a phalanx of leading intellectuals had embraced,  either explic-
itly or more loosely, the po liti cal mentality of the French Communist 
Party. For Sartre and many  others, the Communists became— whatever 
their shortcomings— the necessary vehicle for a politics that went beyond 
the  limited democracy of the Fourth Republic. That possibility was largely 
destroyed by the spectacle of the violent repression conducted by Soviet 
troops on the streets of Budapest. Some chose to justify the Soviet inter-
vention as necessary to pre- empt the resurgence of fascism; but such lan-
guage, with its resonances of the war years and the 1930s, had an evident 
obsolescence, and for many more 1956 proved to be a decisive parting of 
the ways.108

Henceforth, Communism would be more impor tant in the demo cratic 
politics of Western Eu rope as an ideological alternative than as a po liti-
cal movement. The Communist parties of France and Italy remained a 
power ful presence, able to rally votes and to exert their influence within 
par tic u lar localities and trade  unions. They drew in new recruits, too, 
often from intellectual backgrounds, for whom their fundamental differ-
entness and refusal to adopt the facile electoralism of the other po liti cal 
parties constituted a major ele ment of their appeal.109 But Communism 
no longer possessed a realistic strategy for acquiring po liti cal power. The 
parties found themselves, not for the first time, pursuing the chimera 
of a large demo cratic alliance with the Socialists and other progressive 
forces at the same time as their actions and statements  were reinforcing 
the gulf in policy and above all in mentality between the Communists and 
 these other po liti cal forces.110 This was most striking in Italy, where the 
principal Socialist party, the PSI, fi nally de cided in 1956 to abandon the 
policy of alliance with the Communist PCI that Nenni had followed with 
remarkable determination during the previous de cade, presenting his new 
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anti- Communist policy as “the definitive choice for democracy” (la scelta 
definitiva della democrazia) by the PSI.111

Communism, it seemed, had rather suddenly become old- fashioned. 
The emphasis placed by Communist parties on a stark dichotomy of pro-
gressive and reactionary forces, and of a decisive transition to socialism 
led by a vanguard party,112 no longer fitted with the more amorphous 
frontiers of the protest politics of the  later 1950s and the 1960s. Cam-
paigns against nuclear weapons or in favour of the liberation of  women 
and colonial  peoples gave rise to new po liti cal alliances, within which the 
Communists  were often tangibly ill at ease.113 The consequence was to 
create a bifurcation between the po liti cal and intellectual left. While the 
Communist parties lost much of their purchase within Eu ro pean politics 
during the 1960s, Marxism would flourish, almost as never before, as the 
principal intellectual resource of  those who opposed the demo cratic status 
quo. Liberated from the tutelage of the Communist parties (and indeed 
of the Soviet Union), Marxist ideas played a major part in challenging 
post- war demo cratic norms. They did so, however, from outside the realm 
of conventional po liti cal debate. As such, Marxism had become a counter- 
discourse about western democracy, rather than its po liti cal rival.114

The post- war marginalization of Communism laid the basis for the top- 
down demo cratic reconstruction that occurred in Western Eu rope dur-
ing the  later 1940s. Between 1946 and 1949 France, Italy, and Germany 
received new constitutions, elections  were held on inclusive franchises 
(including the participation for the first time of the female majority of the 
adult electorate in France, Belgium, and Italy), and substantial new state 
and parastatal structures  were put in place, including much- expanded 
welfare institutions and forms of economic corporatism. Taken together, 
 these changes amounted to the most substantive moment of po liti cal and 
constitutional change in Eu rope between 1918 and 1989. Po liti cal democ-
racy received rather rapidly a new mould that, with the exception of the 
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inglorious collapse of the French Fourth Republic in 1958, would endure 
largely unchanged  until at least the 1970s, and in many of its essentials 
 until 1989 and beyond.

 There was much about this pro cess of constitutional refoundation that 
was emphatically demo cratic, as was demonstrated by the considerable 
energies invested by all parties in the drafting of the new Italian constitu-
tion inaugurated in 1948, with its commitments to removing all obstacles 
to full social and economic equality.115  These  were not empty words. The 
democracy of the post-1945 era was a sincere and serious proj ect that 
marked the final ac cep tance of universal suffrage as the basis of rule.116 
But it was also a managed one, carried through not by the  people but by 
an elite of politicians, civil servants, and public administrators, who  were 
initially its architects and subsequently its ruling class.117 Inspired by the 
proj ects of state reform widely advocated in the 1930s and the war years, 
as well as by the models provided by the American New Deal and Allied 
occupation regimes, they melded together state authority and parlia-
mentary repre sen ta tion in the form of a more structured democracy. The 
demo cratic mandate provided by elections and the assemblies of parlia-
mentary government was buttressed by efficient public institutions. Above 
all, the new democracy was intended to be emphatically modern. The col-
lapse of the parliamentary regimes of the interwar years in the face of 
internal disaffection and external invasion had convinced the democracy- 
builders of post- war Eu rope of the need for a strong centralized state. 
Staffed by an expanded, depoliticized, and more technically qualified 
bureaucracy, this state was intended to act as the social man ag er, asserting 
the primacy of the national interest over the pressures exerted by sectional 
interest groups, but also assuming the wide range of managerial functions 
essential to the functioning of a modern society and economy.118 The most 
impor tant changes in the structures of post- war democracy  were therefore 
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not constitutional reforms but the reshaping of the internal mechanisms 
of the state. More effective forms of taxation  were introduced, and younger 
and better qualified staff recruited to replace the overly politicized state 
officials of the interwar years. New public institutions too  were created, 
such as the French Commissariat général du Plan, which assumed respon-
sibility for the state’s expanded social and economic functions.119

This was therefore a democracy built to last. The hierarchical models of 
administration introduced  after the war privileged  those who stood at the 
centre rather than the periphery. Thus, with the impor tant (and Allied- 
directed) exception of West Germany, a federalization of the structures of 
government was avoided: policy was defined by the central state bureau-
cracy, and then implemented through the subordinate layers of state and 
provincial administration and, ultimately, local government.120 Moreover, 
the state itself was increasingly centralized: rather than individual min-
istries, it was the office of the prime minister— most notably in the West 
German case the all- powerful Office of the Chancellor— that directed the 
machinery of government. This Kanzlerdemokratie, as it came to be termed 
during Adenauer’s lengthy period of office as the inaugural chancellor of 
West Germany in the 1950s and early 1960s, created a new culture of pro-
fessional governance.121 Rather than the notables,  lawyers, and parliamen-
tary orators of the past, the post- war democracies drew on the skills and 
expertise of the increasingly large proportion of the university- educated 
population employed in state institutions. Nowhere was this change more 
evident than at the level of local government. The post- war de cades  were 
in many ways a golden age for Western Eu rope’s thousands of communes 
and town and city councils, as rapidly expanding state bud gets enabled 
local elected officials and their more professional bureaucracies to carry out 
ambitious proj ects of infrastructural development and social- welfare provi-
sion, including meeting the urgent need for housing. In turn, however, local 
government lost much of its autonomy: communities  were no longer in any 
meaningful sense self- governing, and became dependent on the finance, 
expertise, and plans provided by the central state bureaucracy.122
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The institutional architecture of the new democracies was remarkably 
uniform. Rather in the manner of the concrete apartment blocks built 
to  house the millions of Eu ro pe ans in need of new homes, the po liti cal 
structures of the new states had something of a simplified and ready- made 
character. Elections, held by universal suffrage, de cided the composition 
of national parliaments, composed of a single, directly- elected chamber, 
supplemented in some cases by a second, “higher” chamber with gener-
ally very  limited powers.123  These, in turn, determined the formation of 
governments, almost invariably composed of a co ali tion of parties, which 
relied for their existence on being able to command a majority of the votes 
needed to pass their legislation in the lower  house of parliament. Repub-
licanism provided the explicit or tacit constitutional model;124 monarchs 
 were reduced to a ceremonial role or, as in Italy,  were disposed of entirely. 
Similarly, presidents, elected not by the  people but by parliament or an 
enlarged electoral college of po liti cal notables,  were honorific figures, 
chosen on the basis of their se niority or, in some cases, their consensual 
anonymity. On constitutional issues, the direct  will of the  people was 
expressed through the holding of referenda, as occurred with the estab-
lishment of the French and Italian republics in 1946. But  these exercises 
in direct democracy  were used very sparingly. The appropriate channel for 
the expression of the  will of the  people was through the periodic elections 
by which, with due seriousness of mind, the  peoples of Eu rope chose their 
representatives to do the business of government for them.125

The central authority of the state within post- war democracy was, how-
ever, supplemented and in some ways complicated by the roles assumed 
by a range of other bodies. The effective disappearance of legitimate state 
governance that had occurred in many areas of Eu rope during the latter 
war years reinforced the role of local notables and business figures, as well 
as of social institutions, especially the churches and trade  unions, which 
had taken over responsibility for crucial war time tasks such as the provi-
sion of food and welfare. This informal power did not dis appear at the end 
of the war, and it carried over into the active involvement of  these bod-
ies in the business of post- war government. Indeed, through the creation 
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of corporatist structures with responsibility for areas of socio- economic 
decision- making, a plethora of sectional organ izations, professional lobby 
groups, and associations of experts acquired a recognized and tangible 
role in the making of public policy.

The under lying tension that this created between state- focused and 
more corporate forms of government was evident across a number of fields 
of policy- making during the post- war years: bureaucrats created uniform 
models, which  were revised or indeed reversed by the intervention of a 
variety of interested parties. The impact this could have on governance was 
well illustrated by the case of welfare reform. Ambitious proj ects for the 
rationalization of welfare provision had been developed in many Eu ro pean 
states during and  after the Second World War, with the intention of ensur-
ing more universal welfare provision.126 However, the implementation of 
 these plans rarely proved to be straightforward. This was most strikingly 
so in the case of France. The bold vision of a single social- security sys-
tem developed in London from 1942 onwards by a cohort of  Free French 
officials— many of whom had initially devised their plans while working 
for the Vichy regime— was eroded  after the liberation by the lobbying of 
employers, farmers’ organ izations, and myriad other interest groups who 
wished to retain ele ments of the pre- existing structures of provision and, 
particularly, of delivery.127 In France, as in much of Western Eu rope, the 
“welfare democracy” that came into existence  after the Second World War 
was therefore a complex hybrid creation, in which princi ples of universal-
ity and, more especially, of equality  were complicated by vari ous forms of 
exemption, special funding, and differential provision.

Despite the rapid post- war expansion in its financial and material 
resources, the state was far from being all- powerful within post- war 
democracy. In some spheres of policy- making, direct control by the state 
retreated, as corporatist institutions such as wage councils and economic 
planning bodies, composed of the representatives of workers, employers, 
and other interested parties, assumed a more direct role in the manage-
ment and regulation of wages, prices, and welfare provision. In Austria, for 
example, the po liti cal alliance between Socialists and Christian Demo crats 
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found its social equivalent in the creation of a quasi- legal Economic Com-
mission, the Wirtschaftskommission, composed of the representatives of 
the trade  unions, employers, and farmers’ organ izations, which from 1947 
effectively excluded the central state from responsibility for many areas 
of socio- economic policy- making.128 Elsewhere, the subordination of the 
state to such social interest groups was less emphatic; but almost every-
where the expansion of corporatist institutions blurred the distinctions 
between state and society. Rather than subordinating society to its rule, 
the post- war demo cratic state drew an increasingly professionalized cadre 
of trade- union officials, employers, and other social professionals into a 
collaborative ethos of governance.129

In addition,  there  were the po liti cal parties. The post- war democracies 
 were, above all, party democracies, or indeed “a state of parties.”130 For 
many contemporaries, the most striking difference between the pre- war 
and post- war regimes was the dominant role that parties assumed within 
politics. This ascendancy of the parties was at the expense of parliaments. 
National parliaments constituted the principal symbols of the recovery of 
freedom, and in times of crisis they became the arena of fierce conflicts 
and on occasion of close- run votes. In general, however, parliamentary 
culture  after the Second World War lacked the air of drama that had often 
characterized the parliaments of interwar Eu rope. Proceedings  were more 
formal, and also more predictable, as much of the substantive power was 
transferred from the floor of parliament to the offices and committees of 
the parties. This was deliberate: in its institutional structures, the French 
Fourth Republic might have resembled its pre- war pre de ces sor, but the 
intention was that the stability provided by internally disciplined par-
ties would prevent a return to the short- lived governments of the Third 
Republic.131 The leaders of the principal parties  were therefore the most 
power ful figures within the demo cratic politics of post- war Eu rope. They 
 were the men who brokered co ali tions, made the key po liti cal decisions, 
both within and outside government, and who provided, as a political- 
science textbook of 1960 explained, the “vital link between mass popula-
tions and the vast apparatus of omnicompetent government.”132
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The ascendancy of party- political hierarchies— what Léo Hamon 
termed “l’âge des appareils”133— contributed to the somewhat muted tone 
of post- war demo cratic politics. The new cohorts of po liti cal figures who 
came to the fore in the post- war de cades appeared to contain few out-
standing individuals, less  because of a fundamental lack of talent than 
 because the po liti cal system, especially at the national level, no longer 
encouraged such figures to emerge. A capacity to communicate with the 
electors mattered less than managerial competence and negotiating skill. 
Both in the co ali tion governments of the period and in the bureaucratic 
structures of the po liti cal parties, reliability and an ability to master the 
complex, often technical, dossiers of public policy- making mattered more 
than personal charisma or the somewhat outmoded talents of parliamen-
tary oratory.134 Unsurprisingly,  those po liti cal leaders who did stand out in 
the politics of post- war Eu rope  were therefore men of quiet and predomi-
nantly conciliatory talents. The long- lasting prime minister of Sweden in 
the post- war de cades Tage Erlander, the Dutch prime minister from 1948 
Willem Drees, and Achille Van Acker, who was prime minister of Belgium 
on a number of occasions in the 1940s and 1950s,  were all figures whose 
popularity rested on their careful manipulation of a reassuring image of 
pragmatic common sense and sober reliability.135 Western Eu rope, in that 
sense, got the po liti cal leaders that it deserved, or, more exactly,  those best 
suited to the po liti cal system.

This was reinforced by the po liti cal immobility of the post- war era. 
 Those parties that established themselves as the principal po liti cal forces 
 after the liberation tended— the precipitate decline of the MRP in France 
in the 1950s excepted—to remain in place throughout the subsequent con-
solidation of the new democracy. Parties had largely ceased to be mass- 
mobilizing movements, and had become essentially cadre institutions, 
dominated by closed elites, who took decisions at some remove from the 
relatively passive membership. The dominance of this po liti cal class was 
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assisted by the systems of proportional repre sen ta tion that  were  adopted 
across much of Western Eu rope, and which had the effect of minimizing 
the impact of shifts in electoral popularity. In some states, most members 
of parliaments  were elected on party lists, whereby the electors cast their 
votes for a list of candidates proposed by the party, ensuring that much 
of the real power over who was elected to parliament lay with the party 
officials (who de cided the rankings of candidates) rather than with the 
individual voters.136 Elections consequently lost some of their centrality in 
po liti cal life. Defeat or victory was mea sured less in the drama of electoral 
results than in more subtle shifts of influence within party institutions, or 
changes of po liti cal co ali tion. This immobility reinforced, too, the stabil-
ity of the po liti cal class. Politics became a somewhat predictable  career, 
whereby successful politicians advanced through successive levels of the 
representative hierarchy— from local council to parliament or ministerial 
office— largely as a consequence of their status within their party rather 
than their wider public profile.137

This evolution  towards a bureaucratized and predictable politics was 
particularly marked in the case of the Christian Demo cratic and Social-
ist parties. Both  were milieu parties, which operated within wider asso-
ciational structures such as trade  unions and, in the case of the Chris-
tian Demo crats, the highly imposing edifice of Catholic (and to a lesser 
extent Protestant) social, spiritual, and economic associations.138  These 
affiliated institutions provided the basis for the recruitment of their cad-
res, and acted as the interface between the parties and the wider society. 
The consequence was to prioritize issues of policy and of material interest 
over ideology. The Socialist and Christian Demo cratic parties made much 
of their commitment to distinctive po liti cal philosophies; but, in real ity, 
 these impinged only intermittently on the more pragmatic business of 
government. Both  were essentially coalitions— albeit ones bonded by a 
sense of under lying affinity— within which regional and sectional interest 
groups jockeyed for advantage. Policy- making in  these circumstances was 
often an arduous and incremental pro cess, as trade  unions, producers, and 
a variety of other interest groups sought to influence party programmes 
and nominate their supporters to positions of responsibility. As an Ameri-
can official commented wryly of the Catholic ÖVP in Austria, this internal 
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competition between its competing interests on occasions simply brought 
the party to “a dead stop.”139

Such tensions  were scarcely new in the world of mass politics. Ever 
since the pioneering analy sis of Robert Michels in Imperial Germany prior 
to the First World War,140 po liti cal scientists had been drawing attention 
to the way in which internal party structures  were often oligarchical in 
ethos and practice. In an age of democracy, however, the absence of inter-
nal party democracy was particularly vis i ble. For all their protests that 
they  were mass- membership movements, almost all of the major parties 
in post- war Eu rope  were essentially top- down institutions, in which the 
individual members had  little real power.141 This reflected the dominance 
of party bureaucracies, as well as of affiliated organ izations, but also the 
changing nature of po liti cal debate. From time to time, issues came to 
the fore— such as nuclear weapons, or indeed the position of the Catholic 
Church in public life— that aroused passions and provoked po liti cal con-
troversy. But, more generally, the impact of rapid socio- economic changes, 
and more especially the key role that the state assumed in the manage-
ment of society, drew the po liti cal parties into technical issues of economic 
policy- making, where divisions of ideology or even of social class mattered 
less than the interplay of sectional interests.

The consequence was to encourage a self- consciously pragmatic ethos 
of government that became the defining characteristic of post- war politics. 
In the views of many, the more complex and technological society being 
created by rapid economic growth had changed the nature of governance: 
the challenge for governments lay in resolving prob lems of economic and 
social management, rather than the clash of opposing world views. This 
somewhat depoliticized vision of modern government found its intel-
lectual expression in the slogan coined by Daniel Bell, and subsequently 
taken up by Raymond Aron and many other liberal commentators: “the 
death of ideology.”142 Especially with the marginalization of Communism, 
the ideologically rooted divisions of mid- century Eu rope appeared to have 
lost much of their former sting. Instead, foreshadowing Aron’s comments 
in Berlin in 1960, Bell declared that the “ideological age had ended.” The 
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regimes of the western world had  adopted a new model of incremental 
change based on “a rough consensus . . . : the ac cep tance of a Welfare 
State; the desirability of decentralized power; a system of mixed economy 
and of po liti cal pluralism.”143 As Carl Schorske wrote in his influential 
essay of 1967, with reference to the very diff er ent politics of the 1890s, 
Eu rope had arrived at a “politics in a new key.”144

Such formulations  were revealing of the comfortable world inhabited 
by many post- war intellectuals and academics, sheltered from the uncer-
tainties and material hardships that continued to dominate the lives of 
many less privileged Western Eu ro pe ans. But they  were indicative also 
of the way in which the bandwidth of demo cratic politics had narrowed 
considerably during the first fifteen years of the post- war era. Between 
1945 and the early 1960s, Communism was only one of the po liti cal losers. 
So too  were po liti cal ideologies of the nationalist right. During the early 
post- war years, a range of po liti cal movements of the right had emerged, 
including the Gaullist Rassemblement du peuple français (RPF), the roy-
alist supporters of King Leopold III in Belgium, and a number of protest 
parties that had some success in regional elections in the first years of 
the German Federal Republic.  These, however, proved to be a transient 
presence. The populist rhe toric of nationalism did not emerge as a major 
strand of politics, as it had done in many Eu ro pean states during the 1920s 
and 1930s. In par tic u lar, the crises of the Eu ro pean colonial empires in 
Asia and Africa during the  later 1940s and 1950s failed to impact sig-
nificantly on Eu ro pean politics. The challenges to Dutch rule in the East 
Indies, British authority in India, and French administration of Indochina 
presented the Eu ro pean states with substantial prob lems, but they did not 
generate a surge in popu lar support for the nationalist right. Empire, it 
seemed, was too far away to disrupt demo cratic politics; and it was only 
when it came much closer with the crisis of French rule in Algeria from 
the mid-1950s onwards, and the consequent radicalization of the pied noir 
settlers in Algeria against the governments of metropolitan France, that 
the retreat from empire provoked a domestic po liti cal crisis.

 There was no inevitability to this failure of the nationalist right. While 
the demise of the Third Reich and its satellite regimes and allies destroyed 
the credibility of certain forms of racial extremist politics, many of the 
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social attitudes that had provided the basis for the extreme- right politics 
of the interwar years, such as anti- Semitism and resentment of the privi-
leges of a po liti cal elite, remained very much pre sent.145 Moreover, despite 
the purges  after 1945, many of the intellectual and journalistic figures 
who had been the principal tenors of polemical right- wing ideas in the 
interwar years  were able to regain their positions, albeit in more moder-
ate guises, within post- war cultural life.146 And yet the old politics of the 
nationalist right did not recover mass support. In West Germany, most 
notably, the early success of the neo- right parties faded rapidly during 
the 1950s.147 The rhe toric of aggrieved nationalism that had been such 
a power ful force  behind the right- wing parties of the Weimar Republic 
lacked plausibility in the more integrated context of Cold War Eu rope. 
Whoever the French and Germans sought to hold responsible for their 
grievances in the post- war years, their principal target was generally not 
on the other side of the Rhine. Moreover, in Germany and elsewhere in 
Western Eu rope, the oppositional politics of economic and social protest 
that had provided the lifeblood of the extreme- right movements of the 
interwar years no longer possessed the same force. The militants and elec-
torates of former movements of the authoritarian right in France, such 
as the Parti social français, migrated instead into the demo cratic main-
stream, featuring prominently among the supporters of the MRP and the 
Gaullist RPF in the immediate post- war years.148 Whereas previously 
farmers, small businessmen, and students had mobilized  behind parties 
of the nationalist right in demanding fundamental po liti cal change, they 
now preferred to lobby within the established po liti cal structures.149 Thus, 
even when a protest movement such as Poujade’s Union de défense des 
commerçants et artisans (UDCA) succeeded in rallying electoral support 
in France in the 1950s through its denunciation of the po liti cal elite, it 
lacked the social and po liti cal implantation that would have converted its 
ephemeral electorate into a more permanent presence.150 The world of the 
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populist right consequently remained confined to the margins of po liti cal 
debate, addressing its messages to restricted milieux of embittered former 
soldiers, contrary- minded journalists, and  those nostalgic for the Third 
Reich, who constituted the self- limiting audience for its ideas.151 Maurice 
Bardèche— one of the few right- wing intellectuals to attract a significant 
audience in the post- war years— recognized the po liti cal impotence of the 
extreme right, mocking “le pullulement anarchique de petits groupes qui 
ne sont découragés ni par la faiblesse de leurs effectifs ni par la pauvreté 
de leurs résultats.”152

The one major opportunity for the nationalist right to break into the 
mainstream of Eu ro pean po liti cal life appeared to be the po liti cal and con-
stitutional crisis that enveloped France in May 1958. The refusal of French 
settlers and officials in Algeria to accept the decisions of the government 
in Paris led to the collapse of the Fourth Republic and its replacement, 
 after a ner vous period of po liti cal vacuum, by the appointment of Charles 
de Gaulle as prime minister on 1 June. He was vested by parliament with 
exceptional powers for six months to address the crisis in Algeria, and 
create a new constitutional structure. This was much more than simply 
another governmental crisis. The sudden eruption of the violent street 
politics of Algiers into the politics of mainland France led to social mobili-
zation and state repression on a scale unequalled in the politics of Western 
Eu rope between the  later 1940s and 1968.153 Moreover,  there  were many— 
especially in Algiers, but also among the general’s entourage— who initially 
hoped that de Gaulle’s assumption of power would open the way to some 
form of authoritarian or neo- Bonapartist revolution. However, the win-
dow for radical po liti cal change proved to be transitory. De Gaulle was by 
temperament and conviction anything but a revolutionary, and he used 
his position of power distinctly cautiously. The founding of the new Fifth 
Republic in 1958 was a rather careful exercise in po liti cal consolidation, 
motivated by the fear that the events in Algeria might initiate an unrav-
elling of state authority equivalent to that which had occurred  after the 
German invasion of France in the summer of 1940. De Gaulle’s concern 
was not to overthrow power but to reassert it, notably by investing the 
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executive authority of the state with greater in de pen dence from parlia-
ment. He drew many (though not all) of the leading po liti cal figures from 
the Fourth Republic into negotiations, which led to the creation of what 
remained a tangibly demo cratic regime. Above all, his recognition in 1961— 
after having initially tried to achieve the opposite— that a pacification of 
Algeria was impossible, led him to reach an agreement with the nationalists 
of the Front de libération nationale (FLN) through the Evian Accords of 
March 1962, which led to Algerian in de pen dence. His willingness to con-
clude what his erstwhile close ally Jacques Soustelle angrily denounced as 
a “Munich nord- africain” marked his final divorce from  those radical ele-
ments in Algeria and the army, whose rebellion against the Republic in 1958 
had provided the springboard for his return to power.154

De Gaulle had a much shrewder sense of what was po liti cally pos si ble 
in 1958 than had many of his more hot- headed supporters. His decision to 
embed the new Republic, and his own position as its founding president, 
within the established structures of the state owed more to his sense of 
pragmatism than to any distinctive Gaullist creed.155 For all of the skill 
with which he had manipulated the crisis of May 1958 to his advantage,156 
de Gaulle did not possess a ready- made constitutional alternative. He was 
prob ably as surprised as anybody  else by his return to office; and he con-
tented himself with embracing the familiar rituals of French republican-
ism, promising to protect what he described in characteristically vague 
terms as the “libertés traditionnelles de la France.”157 He was careful too to 
surround himself with figures who embodied in their biographies the con-
tinuity of the French state. Thus, he entrusted Michel Debré with devising 
the constitution of the new Republic. Debré was a se nior civil servant who 
had been one of the principal architects of the re- establishment of state 
authority during the summer of 1944. But he had long been a prominent 
critic of the way in which the dependence of governments of the Fourth 
Republic on electoral fortunes and party alliances had frustrated the ini-
tial ambition of reformers at the liberation to carry through the effective 
modernization of the French state.158
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Unsurprisingly, the new constitution, announced on 4 September 1958 
and approved by just short of 80 per cent of votes in a referendum hastily 
or ga nized  later the same month, marked a substantial reconfiguration of 
presidential, executive, and parliamentary authority. The president would 
be elected by a college of po liti cal notables rather than by parliament, and 
had wide powers to hold referenda, invoke emergency powers, appoint the 
prime minister, and dissolve parliament. Ministers, too, would be respon-
sible to the prime minister rather than to parliament, from which they 
 were required to resign before taking up their ministerial office. Parlia-
ment consequently was reduced, or restored, to its core status as a legisla-
tive body, and its approval remained required for the bud get and for all 
pieces of legislation.159 But, for the defenders of the parliamentary model 
of republican governance, the separation of the executive and the legisla-
ture was unacceptable, prompting an influential group of French officials 
and politicians to declare that the new constitution was “at odds with all 
of the evolution of western democracy” (à rebours de toute l’évolution de 
la démocratie occidentale).160 However, for its advocates, and above all 
for de Gaulle himself— who was duly elected as the first president of the 
new republic in December 1958— the constitution was designed to end the 
interminable partisan wrangling that they claimed, with some exaggera-
tion, had characterized the Fourth Republic. Instead, the new separation 
of powers— reinforced by the creation of a Constitutional Council to rule 
on the  legal aspects of legislation— would deliver effective and techno-
cratic governance.161

Yet, it is also notable what did not change in 1958. Parliament remained 
firmly in place, and all of the principal po liti cal parties, with the exception 
of the Communists, gave their approval to the new constitutional struc-
ture.  There was too much weight of established practice for the new con-
stitution to mark a sudden rupture. Debré— who was chosen by de Gaulle 
to be the first prime minister of the Fifth Republic in January 1959— was 
at pains to reject any idea that the new regime marked an abandonment 
of democracy. Instead, he insisted with some force, if a  little vaguely, that 
the new regime would operate within the po liti cal and  legal confines of 
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“légitimité démocratique.”162 The continuities, too,  were ones of person-
nel and of mentalities. Many of the leading figures in the new regime had 
been active in the Fourth Republic, albeit in ministries and other state 
institutions rather than in parliament. They welcomed the greater free-
dom that the new constitutional structure accorded them to enact poli-
cies of modernization, which they had been advocating, in some cases, 
since the war years. But they also had a shrewd awareness, reinforced 
by the failures of the Vichy state, that durable reforms could not simply 
be enacted by decree. Thus, the new regime maintained the established 
demo cratic practices of consultation and collaboration with parliamentar-
ians, elected local officials, and a much wider range of interest groups and 
socio- economic organ izations.163

The mature model of demo cratic governance that emerged in Western 
Eu rope was therefore one where power was more shared than imposed. 
The classical model of democracy emanating from the single source of a 
parliament composed of the elected representatives of the  people appeared 
outmoded in complex socie ties, where governance had become more dif-
fuse and more multilayered. The consequence was a striking inversion of 
the qualities with which democracy was associated. Whereas it had formerly 
operated within the templates of popu lar rule, progressive change, and the 
ideological conflicts inherited from the French Revolution of 1789 and the 
nineteenth  century, democracy was now presented as distinctively modern 
and non- partisan. Its qualities  were  those of partnership between erstwhile 
foes, the effective management of socio- economic challenges rather than 
their exploitation, and above all the privileging of stability over change.164

This value shift was well expressed by the expanding discipline of 
po liti cal science in Western Eu rope and North Amer i ca during the 1960s. 
For the cohort of po liti cal scientists who came to the fore  after 1945, the 
modern democracies of western states  were not the product of past history, 
but very much present- day institutions, which reflected the con temporary 
real ity of western socie ties.165 This was evident too in their methodology: 

162. M. Debré, Refaire une démocratie, un état, un pouvoir (Paris, 1958), 34.
163. Chapman, France’s Long Reconstruction, 241–47.
164. Strote, Lions and Lambs, 12–14, 268–74.
165. Finer, Major Governments. Re. Finer, see also M. Conway, “Democracy in Western 

Eu rope  after 1945,” in Democracy in Modern Eu rope: A Conceptual History, ed. J. Kurun-
mäki, J. Nevers, and H. Te Velde (New York, 2018), 231–33.



[ 78 ] chapter one

po liti cal science was a neutral empirical discipline, based on the analy-
sis of quantitative data and the institutions that constituted the po liti-
cal machinery. By studying comparatively  these nation- state democracies 
across a world that remained,  either tacitly or explic itly, primarily western 
and northern in its contours, this generation of po liti cal scientists aimed to 
identify the key  factors that enabled  these democracies to provide effective 
rule and, above all, stability. As the influential Dutch- born po liti cal scien-
tist Arend Lijphart commented in a paper written in 1967, “the question 
of stability has become the dominant concern of con temporary compara-
tive studies of demo cratic systems.”166 Lijphart’s use of the term “system” 
was characteristic of the age, but also of this way of thinking. For him and 
for his colleagues of the same generation, such as the Norwegian po liti cal 
scientist Stein Rokkan, democracy was not a specific po liti cal regime, but 
an all- encompassing form of rule. Democracy had become the common 
system of management in what, again in the language of the time, they 
termed the “advanced” western socie ties.167

Thinking outside of democracy, according to this logic, had become 
effectively impossible. Accidents might happen— regimes, such as the 
French Fourth Republic, might collapse  under par tic u lar pressures, or 
be overthrown, as occurred in Greece  after the coup by the col o nels in 
April 1967— but  these  were no more than minor disruptions from the 
predominant trend of western socie ties  towards a sophisticated and 
essentially unassailable democracy. Even in the authoritarian time warp 
of Francoist Spain, the development of a more sophisticated negotiation 
between diff er ent institutions and factions had created what one observer 
termed a “pseudo- democratic tendency.”168 Thus, when two academics, 
Ernest Gellner and Ghita Ionescu, or ga nized a conference in London in 
1967 to discuss the “anti- politics” of pop u lism, subsequently published as 
an influential collection of essays, what was most striking was the absence 
of any discussion of Western Eu rope. For them, as for many  others, the 
pop u lism that had driven the electoral success of Hitler and many  others 
in the early de cades of the twentieth  century had become a phenomenon 
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 limited to Latin Amer i ca and the Third World.169 This was not just a cer-
tain Eu ro pean arrogance. It was based on the widely shared assumption 
that the ascendancy of democracy was inseparable from indices of socio- 
economic pro gress. What had begun as the specific regime of Western 
Eu rope and North Amer i ca was destined to emerge elsewhere, as a ris-
ing tide of material and social development floated the states of the post- 
colonial world into the ranks of the advanced socie ties. Such determinism 
might appear simplistic, but it reflected the way that the post- war con-
solidation of democracy had come to appear inseparable from the rapid 
material development of Western Eu rope. Neither was cause or conse-
quence. Together they constituted a melding of politics, governance, and 
socio- economic order that would prevent any return to the violent politics 
of the recent past.170

This interpenetration of society and regime was confirmed by the way 
that the politics of the 1960s appeared to have lost their adversarial char-
acter. Every body, it seemed, was now a participant in the exercise of power 
in ways that blunted po liti cal antipathies, and excluded fundamental chal-
lenges to the status quo. This culture of shared power was well expressed 
by the vogue among po liti cal scientists in the 1960s and 1970s for the 
phenomenon of “pillarization.” Again, Lijphart was the most enthusi-
astic exponent of the concept. Taking initially the example of his native 
Netherlands, which he subsequently extended to other Eu ro pean states, 
he argued that the ideological and social conflicts of the past had been 
overcome by a system of shared governance, whereby the “pillars” of the 
Socialist, Catholic, Protestant, and Liberal associational worlds enjoyed 
considerable autonomy, while also collaborating on issues of shared con-
cern.171 This was more than an empirical observation. For Lijphart and 
 those po liti cal scientists who followed him in his increasingly ambi-
tious studies of demo cratic systems across the world, “non- majoritarian” 
democracy, and the culture of power- sharing that it fostered, provided the 
means of establishing a more effective regime than the rule of an electoral 
or parliamentary majority, with the consequent abrupt shifts in power and 
lack of re spect for po liti cal opponents.172
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Pillarization was very much a concept of its age, which, as its critics 
 were quick to point out, ignored the extent to which the collaborative 
democracy it celebrated relied upon the suppression of tensions within 
each pillar.173 But it did have a point. The occasional and somewhat ritu-
alized outbursts of electoral or partisan hostilities excepted, the demo-
cratic politics of the 1950s and 1960s in many areas of Western Eu rope did 
have the air of negotiation rather than of combat. In party politics, hopes 
of a decisive electoral victory, and still more of the categorical defeat of 
one’s opponents, receded rapidly. Each party attempted to maximize its 
electoral score, in order to put itself in a position of strength vis- à- vis its 
interlocutors. But in the end every body was obliged to accept the need for 
co ali tion government, and what Aron referred to with some irony as the 
“carrousel des ministres.”174 In this way, the so- called Westminster model, 
with its sharply drawn antipathy between two dominant parties, seemed 
increasingly at odds with the culture of power sharing that prevailed in 
much of Western Eu rope.175 This was perhaps most explicit in Switzerland 
and in Austria, where the immobile politics of the  Grand Co ali tion of the 
 People’s Party (ÖVP) and the Socialist Party (SPÖ) from 1945 to 1966 in 
effect divided power within the post- war Austrian republic between its 
two principal po liti cal and social forces. The consequent so- called Proporz 
system, with its careful sharing out of influence within state institutions 
between the two parties, entrenched their ascendance, but also essentially 
removed the  people from the po liti cal pro cess.176

This ethos of shared governance contributed to the stability, if not 
always to the effectiveness, of post- war demo cratic regimes. At its best, 
collaboration facilitated an equitable distribution of the resources of 
government, as well as a consensual approach to decision- making at the 
national and, increasingly, the Eu ro pean levels.177 At its worst, however, 
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this culture of partnership encouraged a lowest- denominator pragmatism, 
whereby power, and the fruits of po liti cal influence,  were shared around 
between parties and the interests they represented.178 Power- sharing 
blunted conflicts, both old and new; but issues of princi ple, it seemed, 
mattered less than discovering an expedient means of getting  things done. 
This was evident at many levels in post- war government, and contributed 
to the relative weakness of debate and a language of moral authority in the 
demo cratic politics of the post- war era. Politics based on choice and moral 
leadership appeared to have been effaced by a bureaucratic culture of gov-
ernance, which in fields such as social legislation was often unconsciously 
discriminatory in its treatment of  women or of  those such as recent immi-
grants who did not fit easily within conventional societal norms.179 West-
ern Eu ro pean politics was thus more obviously inclusive than it was  either 
participatory or egalitarian.

The most striking example of the weakness of this moral dimension in 
post- war politics concerns the legacies of the Second World War. The 
many unresolved prob lems left over from the war years  were closed 
down in favour of pressing forward, often somewhat obsessively, with 
the challenges of the  future. The ambition that a new era of justice would 
emerge from the sufferings of the war had been central to the aspira-
tions of the liberation.180 But any hope of a general settling of accounts 
rapidly dissipated during the post- war years, as the initial energy of 
prosecution and purging was frustrated by the enormous scale of the 
task, the pragmatic dictates of economic reconstruction, and the slow-
ness of  legal pro cesses. Thus, in both Austria and West Germany, the 
initial scope of denazification was radically reduced to the prosecution 
of an ever smaller cluster of guilty men designated as having been the 
true agents of the Nazi system. At the same time, amnesties allowed the 
reintegration of the large majority of  those who had been party members 
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and bureaucratic officials, or whose actions could be attributed to the 
disciplines and circumstances of war.181

This too was, in part, demo cratic. The scaling down and subsequent 
effective abandonment of the prosecution of  those responsible for the 
crimes committed during the war years owed much to the pragmatic 
attitudes of  those in power. Local officials and Allied authorities tended 
to regard the investigation of past crimes as at best an irrelevance and 
at worst a threat to the consolidation of the post- war regimes.182 But, at 
heart, the reluctance to dig too deeply into issues of responsibility for past 
actions was a policy with which the large majority of Western Eu ro pe ans 
came to concur. Demands for the prosecution of war time collaboration 
largely dis appeared from public debate by the end of the 1940s, as ini-
tial hopes of some form of rapid and transparent justice  were replaced 
by widespread cynicism at the motives that lay  behind par tic u lar pros-
ecutions. A prevalent belief developed that the purges  were directed dis-
proportionately against the so- called “small fry” rather than  those who 
had the money or influence to protect themselves from prosecution. This 
was especially so in West Germany and Austria, where the attempts of the 
Allied authorities to direct mea sures of denazification rapidly came to be 
resented as an illegitimate intervention in the affairs of local communities. 
Instead, the po liti cal parties— the Communists excepted— vied for elec-
toral advantage by defending  those threatened by a more thoroughgoing 
purge of the mass of state officials and party members.183

Democracy worked predominantly against any coming to terms with 
the legacies of the Nazi and war time past. In the new circumstances of 
a recovered but still fragile normality, it was much more attractive to 
efface past divisions through the construction of inclusive national dis-
courses of collective suffering, patriotism, and the recovery of freedom. 
The war therefore came to appear to be further away in post- war Eu rope 
than it  really was. At a time when many lives remained indelibly marked, 
and deeply (but also often quietly) traumatized, by the events of the war 
and its aftermath,  there was  little public appetite for a comprehensive 
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reckoning with the difficult issues it raised.184 Coming to terms with the 
past— a phrase that lacked any defined meaning— was a challenge that 
post- war Eu ro pean socie ties  were poorly equipped to address. Rulers and 
ruled alike preferred instead to knit together ele ments of the war years 
to construct a usable past.185 The rituals of commemoration enacted by 
the state authorities, in collaboration with the institutions of civil society, 
packaged the memory of the war into  simple dichotomies—of perpetrators 
and victims, of male soldiers and female civilians, and of compatriots and 
foreigners— that avoided addressing the complexity of the actions of indi-
viduals and institutions during the preceding years.186 None of this was 
straightforward to achieve, but over time it did largely succeed in creating 
a culture of commemoration of the war time past. This served as a foun-
dational narrative for the post-1945 pre sent as well as embedding remem-
brance of the war within the civic and associational structures of post- war 
socie ties: the war would not be forgotten, but its memory would serve to 
unite rather than divide.187

It is tempting to see in the stories that Eu ro pe ans told one another 
about the war years the manifestation at the societal level of the difficul-
ties experienced by individuals in digesting the experiences of the war. 
As Norbert Frei has persuasively argued, the creation of national narra-
tives of remembrance responded to the “collective psychic needs” of Eu ro-
pean populations who  were seeking, however unconsciously, to evade the 
unmanageable nature of their recent past.188 By occluding the extent of 
war time collaboration, as well as the complicity of state authorities and of 
occupied populations in the implementation of the Holocaust, Eu ro pean 
populations and their leaders  were engaged in a collective policy of denial. 
Its long- term consequence would be the bundle of unresolved issues and 
sense of collective guilt that would return to bedevil Western Eu ro pean 
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socie ties from the  later 1960s onwards.189 Collective memory, however, 
obeys logics diff er ent from  those of individual psy chol ogy; and, though 
such psychological explanations have an obvious plausibility for certain 
actors and groups, the ways in which post- war socie ties addressed and 
evaded their war time past was the product of a complex interrelationship 
between state policies, popu lar attitudes, and the activism of par tic u lar 
interest groups.

The memory of the war was a contested phenomenon that reflected 
the character of post- war democracy, both in its possibilities and in its 
limitations. Eu ro pe ans did not in their large majority choose the way in 
which the war was remembered  after 1945. As schoolchildren, but also 
as adult citizens, they  were enrolled in rituals of commemoration that, 
through their patriotic discourses and their cele bration of the values of 
discipline, heroism, and sacrifice,  were designed to serve the interests 
of the state and of social order. But memory was never simply a  matter of 
state manipulation and control. The personal memories of individuals, 
but also  those of families and of par tic u lar communities, found their own 
spaces within post- war commemoration. Sometimes  these took the form 
of the construction of counter- memories that defied the narratives of the 
state authorities.190 But, more often,  these par tic u lar forms of memory 
remained within the bound aries of the patriotic rhe toric of the post- war 
era. By inflecting  these rituals with their own emphases, groups such as 
former soldiers, resisters, prisoners of war, or deportees customized the 
official script to serve their own purposes. In a similar way, local commu-
nities used the construction of war memorials and the choreography of 
rituals of commemoration, such as the renaming of streets and squares, to 
locate the national within the textures of the local.191

Memory therefore was also a demo cratic space, characterized by 
a jostling for influence— sometimes at a national level, but generally in 
more local and specific spheres— among a plethora of overlapping forms 
of remembrance, each of which displayed its own forms of selectivity. As 
memory of the war could never be  either neutral or all- encompassing, 
the hierarchies accorded to both heroes and victims  were themselves the 
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consequence of a surrogate form of election, in which the pre sent gener-
ally had greater influence than did the past. Unsurprisingly, the principal 
losers in this contest  were  those groups whose memories of the war did not 
sit easily with the character of post- war socie ties. The selective pantheon 
of dutiful soldiers, patriotic Re sis tance fighters, and anonymized inno-
cent civilian victims— notably  women and  children— offered  little space 
for the commemoration of  those, such as Communist militants, immi-
grant Re sis tance fighters, or female victims of rape, who did not fit easily 
into  these categories.192 Most prominent, at least in retrospect, among 
 these absentees  were the Jewish victims of Nazi extermination policies.193 
The prominence that memory of the Holocaust subsequently attained in 
memory of the Second World War has made its relative absence during 
the de cades immediately following the war appear all the more remark-
able, and the foremost demonstration of the failure of post- war socie ties to 
come to terms with war time atrocities, and their own complicity in them. 
 There is much that is justified in such accusations. Few Europeans— 
including some of  those who had directly experienced Nazi policies of 
extermination— were particularly  eager to dwell on the issues of individual 
and collective responsibility that Nazi policies raised, especially if they had 
the potential to undermine narratives of national solidarity or impinge 
on material rights.194 This was, however, especially so when  these issues 
concerned a Jewish minority, whom many post- war Eu ro pe ans continued 
to regard, as a consequence of their ethnicity, politics, or immigrant back-
ground, as being somewhat less than fully national citizens.

The lack of receptivity to the recognition of Jewish victimhood owed 
much to  these long- standing forms of societal prejudice— but it was rein-
forced by the patterns of demo cratic politics.195 Demo cratic universal-
ism privileged the rights of majorities over  those of minorities, and the 
bureaucratic culture of post- war governance preferred the clarity of 
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uniform citizenship to the acknowledgement of ethnic and cultural dif-
ference. Consequently, the populations of Western Eu ro pean states had 
difficulty in recognizing, or respecting, the forms of difference within their 
own ranks. The patriotic rhe toric of the post- war years, as well as the pop-
ulation transfers and exterminations that had taken place during the war 
years, had the consequence of creating socie ties that  were more homo-
geneous in their composition, but more especially in their self- image. 
Consequently, the universalist demo cratic cultures that developed  after 
1945 circumscribed the granting of specific rights to groups. The issue of 
minority rights had become closely associated since the 1920s with Ger-
many, and its protection and sponsorship of a wide range of supposedly 
Germanic ethnic groups well beyond the frontiers of the Reich.196 Many 
of  these populations had been swept away by the events of the latter war 
years, while  others had been discredited by their war time espousal of col-
laboration. In the new demo cratic cultures of the nation- states of Western 
Eu rope,  there was therefore an assumption of sameness. All citizens  were 
henceforth equal, and forms of difference had to be subordinated to the 
demo cratic  will of the majority.

The emphasis on civic equality was a consequence of  these attitudes, 
but so too  were the forms of social intolerance that also emerged in Eu ro-
pean culture  after the war. Fitting in, both self- willed and imposed, char-
acterized the rather conformist spirit often associated with the immediate 
post- war de cades. This created par tic u lar difficulties for  those groups—
be they sexual minorities or members of par tic u lar linguistic or ethnic 
communities— who stood out from the crowd.  These prob lems  were, how-
ever, particularly acute for  those large numbers of immigrants from the 
margins of Eu rope or beyond who arrived in Western Eu rope during the 
1950s and 1960s. The presence of significant new population groups, iden-
tifiable not only by their skin colour but also by their diff er ent languages, 
 family structures, religious cultures, and forms of clothing and diet, was 
disruptive not only of social norms but also of the self- image of Western 
Eu ro pean states. One of the most pervasive consequences of the war years 
and of the post- war partition of the Eu ro pean continent had been to rein-
force the image of Western Eu rope as a homogeneously Eu ro pean and 
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white society.197 What ever other forms of diversity— cultural, historical, 
and linguistic—it encompassed, the smaller and more inward- looking 
Eu rope that emerged from the war defined itself against  those whom it 
regarded as non- European. This was evident in the hostility  towards  those 
colonial and black American soldiers who contributed to the liberation of 
Eu rope, as well as  towards  those— Roma, non- assimilated Jewish popula-
tions, and economic mi grants from the borderlands of southern Europe— 
who constituted isolated symbols of diversity in post- war socie ties.

The prejudices and racist attitudes that  these groups often encoun-
tered  were far from novel, but the form that they took reflected the par-
tic u lar nature of the post- war socie ties. The arrival of economic mi grants, 
from former colonial territories as well as from North Africa and Turkey, 
that gathered pace during the 1950s and 1960s was often encouraged 
by the state and by companies,  eager to address post- war  labour short-
ages. But they had not been invited by Eu ro pean populations, who often 
regarded them as threatening to social cohesion and economic prosper-
ity. Such hostility could, at times, take violent forms— especially when, as 
in the case of Algerians in France, it was associated with an insurrection 
against the French state.198 But more often it operated within the demo-
cratic norms of the post- war order. At a national level, the laws of citi-
zenship and of residence  were redefined to circumscribe the numbers of 
immigrants who could enjoy full rights of nationality and of citizenship. 
At the local and municipal level, housing and education provision  were 
designed in ways that served to emphasize the differentness, and even 
segregation, of minorities defined as non- European.  These policies, and 
the popu lar attitudes that they si mul ta neously expressed and reinforced, 
demonstrated the frontiers of citizenship in post- war Eu rope. The protec-
tion of the interests of the enfranchised majority took pre ce dence over the 
individual and collective rights of  those regarded as outsider minorities.

How the war was remembered, and more generally the forms of selectiv-
ity that such memory embodied, cannot therefore be understood in iso-
lation from wider social and cultural attitudes, and from the culture of 
post- war democracy. The shadows that continued to be cast over a Eu rope 
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experiencing what amounted to life  after mass death contributed to the 
reluctance to reopen past wounds.199 Awkward questions  were not wel-
comed; but nor  were they frequently posed. The discipline imposed by 
state authorities was reinforced by the self- discipline of citizens. Rulers 
and ruled collaborated in an attitude of restraint that Frank Biess has 
described as the “emotional regime” of West German democracy.200 This 
is a term that had a par tic u lar resonance for the newly established Fed-
eral Republic, which found its national self- identification in the image 
of a society rebuilding itself through the discipline of  labour out of the 
rubble of bombing, invasion, and national defeat.201 The distrust that 
surrounded excessive displays of emotion and the value placed on correct 
forms of behaviour  were expressive of the often difficult pro cess whereby 
former combatants and victims  were reintegrated into the regulated 
norms of German peacetime society.202 But  these phenomena  were far 
from exclusively German. Everywhere in post- war Eu rope,  there was a 
concern to reassert the values and symbols of civilized society, as reflected 
in the widespread adoption of norms of middle- class behaviour, and the 
disproportionate ire focused against  those, be they unmarried  mothers or 
disorderly teen agers, who appeared not to re spect  those norms.

The post- war reluctance to challenge bound aries also had more 
directly po liti cal consequences. This “controlled democracy”—to borrow 
the term that Oliver Rathkolb has used to describe post- war Austria203— 
was one in which heretics, of vari ous kinds, often found it difficult to make 
their voices heard. The polarization that had undermined the Weimar 
Republic and had led the Austrian and Spanish republics into civil war 
in the 1930s was replaced by a po liti cal system that valued compromise 
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and partnership more highly than the frank expression of differences. 
Suddenly every body appeared to agree more than they disagreed, and to 
find virtue in  doing so.204 As a consequence, parliamentary politics, as 
satirized by the West German writer Wolfgang Koeppen in his 1953 novel 
Das Treibhaus (The Hot house), became a contrived game in which the 
personal reputations of politicians— but no real issues of substance— were 
at stake.205 This was of course only a partial truth. It neglected new and 
often intense sources of po liti cal division, over Eu ro pean defence policy or 
over the politics of colonial retreat, which emerged during the 1950s.206 
But the years between the Second World War and the mid-1960s did have 
something of the character of a lull: past storms had blown themselves 
out, while the socio- political conflicts that would manifest themselves at 
the end of the 1960s had yet to acquire real definition. Restraint also gen-
erated a new re spect for  those in power. In contrast to the virulent ver-
bal (and occasionally physical) attacks on po liti cal figures that had been 
commonplace in interwar Eu rope,  there was a new- found respectability to 
politics in the post- war years.207 The po liti cal pro cess had acquired a new 
politeness, as expressed in the formality of speeches in the parliamentary 
chamber, the serious tone of the quality newspapers, and the rituals of 
public meetings and orderly demonstrations. The self- conscious maturity 
of this demo cratic politics distinguished Eu rope from the destructive con-
flicts of the recent past, and also delegitimized  those violent actions that 
transgressed the narrowed confines of acceptable po liti cal debate.208

 These constraints led the young Jürgen Habermas to denounce in 1961 
what he termed the “Wahlmonarchie” (electoral monarchy) that had estab-
lished itself in Western Eu rope. Eu ro pe ans had become the subjects  
of an omnipotent executive power, rather than demo cratic citizens.209 
He was not alone in expressing  these views. A range of critiques of the 
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shortcomings of post- war democracy  were voiced in the first half of the 
1960s.210 Nor  were such criticisms new. The Western Eu ro pean Com-
munist parties had long denounced the cap i tal ist in equality and, more 
especially, state repression that lurked beneath the veneer of demo cratic 
pluralism.211 This overweening power of the state, and the way in which 
it impinged upon individual freedoms, was a tangible ele ment of the 
post- war Eu ro pean order, in the west as well as the east. State bureau-
cracies contained too many ambitious police and security officials who 
had become accustomed during the war years to acting without effec-
tive demo cratic control.212 Ministries of the interior  were too power ful, 
and the supposed need for public order was used too readily to ignore 
the rights of citizens, and to justify the “exceptional” powers deployed to 
arrest awkward individuals, repress subversive organ izations, and expand 
a semi- visible culture of surveillance.213 This might not— the case of the 
civil- war Greek state excepted214— have been the heavy- handed state 
repression experienced by many Eu ro pe ans during the previous de cades. 
But it hurt all the same, and was all the more effective for being imple-
mented within the legalism of a demo cratic order.

Above all,  there was the Cold War. Fears of Soviet- sponsored Com-
munist subversion escalated rapidly among  those in authority during the 
strike waves that broke out in Western Eu rope in the autumn of 1947, the 
largely unanticipated Communist seizure of power in Czecho slo va kia in 
February 1948, and the blockade of Berlin by the Soviet authorities  later 
in the same year. As a consequence, Western Eu rope was jolted in  little 
more than a year from post- war liberation into an atmosphere of pre- war 
mobilization. The intimidating might of a bloc of Soviet- controlled states 
of four hundred million  people, as de Gaulle warned the French  people, 
lay only five hundred kilometres from the eastern frontiers of France—or, 
as he tried to express it in more accessible terms, less than the distance of 
two stages of the Tour de France.215 The external threat supposedly posed 
by the Red Army and its allies also provided the justification for policies of 
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state repression  towards the Communist  enemy within. As a consequence, 
anti- Communism evolved from a po liti cal opinion to an institutionalized 
state practice. The use of the police and the burgeoning officialdom of 
the intelligence agencies to block Communist activities, undermine their 
po liti cal campaigns, and infiltrate the parties and (in the language of 
the time) their “front” organ izations, intensified rapidly during the late 
1940s, driven by the fear that a Communist- led destabilization of Western 
Eu rope had already begun.216

Democracy, so the logic of the time dictated, needed to defend itself 
and, if necessary, to do so by force.217 Raymond Aron was one of the many 
who succumbed to the fears of the moment. In a book entitled Le  grand 
schisme, which he wrote hurriedly during the bleak winter of 1947–48, 
Aron traced the divorce that had developed since the war between Com-
munism and democracy. The two  were opposites, but also enemies, neither 
of which could tolerate the existence of the other in the long term. Central 
to this mentality of demo cratic defence was the concept and language of 
totalitarianism, which equated the pre sent Communist danger with the 
Nazism of the recent past. Thus, Aron declared that Stalinist Commu-
nism was as radically opposed to what he termed the Christian and lib-
eral traditions of the West as Nazism had been. On this basis, the French 
Communists  were in effect the new collaborators, who as a consequence 
of their dependence on the  will of Moscow acted as spies, saboteurs, or 
traitors within France. The time had therefore come, Aron declared, to 
question  whether they should be allowed to participate in the freedoms of 
a demo cratic society: “Par la faute de l’Union Soviétique, l’Eu rope entière 
est engagée dans une lutte à mort dont l’enjeu est le salut de l’Occident. A 
l’est de l’Eu rope, il n’y a plus de parti ‘américain’. On n’accordera pas indé-
finiment au parti ‘russe’, à l’ouest, une tolérance illimitée.”218
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As Aron’s alarmist rhe toric indicated, the Cold War elevated democ-
racy as the defining characteristic of Western Eu rope, while also restrict-
ing its exercise to  those who  were willing to subscribe to a par tic u lar defi-
nition of its values. More immediately, it also subordinated the sovereignty 
of the Western Eu ro pean states to a new alliance with the United States. 
The creation of NATO and the expansion of CIA- sponsored intelligence 
and security operations in Western Eu rope during the late 1940s brought 
the full weight of American diplomatic, economic, and military might into 
the politics of Western Eu rope.219 The durable in equality of that relation-
ship imposed a  limited state sovereignty on the Eu ro pean democracies, 
as well as reinforcing the influence of American companies in the econo-
mies of Western Eu rope, and integrating the armed forces of the Eu ro-
pean states into a military alliance that operated outside of demo cratic 
control.220 During the most intense period of the Cold War from the war-
like manoeuvrings of 1947–48 to the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961, 
Western Eu ro pean democracy became the territorial and ideological front 
line of the American campaign against Soviet expansionist ambitions. The 
urgent need to defend freedom and democracy in Western Eu rope justi-
fied interventions, both public and more clandestine, in the operation of 
that democracy. Building on what they believed to have been their suc-
cess in averting a Communist victory in the Italian election of April 1948, 
a range of American governmental agencies launched what W. Scott 
Lucas has termed a “total strategy” intended to marginalize all ele ments 
of Communist influence within what they now regarded as the western 
bloc.221 Democracy, and indeed “civilization” itself, changed its shape: it 
was no longer Eu ro pean, but “western,” thereby providing the basis for  
both the admission of the German Federal Republic to the NATO alli-
ance and the durable commitment of the US armed forces to the defence 
of Western Eu rope.222 This “atlanticization” of democracy extended too 
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to the spheres of culture and propaganda. Abstract art, modernist  music, 
and the liberal intellectuals of institutions such as the Congress for Cul-
tural Freedom (CCF) all became enrolled in an American- directed and 
often American- funded cultural offensive intended to demonstrate the 
superiority of the values of a  free society.223 Conversely, for their Marxist 
intellectual opponents in this Cold War Kulturkampf, the United States 
became the new imperialist power, which, like a  giant spider, used its 
po liti cal and military agents and local collaborators to bring about the 
“Marshallization” of Western Eu rope and suppress strivings for in de pen-
dent sovereignty.224

The concept of a soft imperialism is one that is easy to apply to West-
ern Eu rope during the early years of the Cold War, when the imbalance 
between the  limited military forces of the Western Eu ro pean states and 
the protective, and constraining, might of the United States was a flagrant 
real ity. However, this does not reflect the full complexity of the relation-
ship between the USA and Western Eu rope. Power did not always flow 
in one direction, and Western Eu ro pean states rarely acted simply as cli-
ents of the United States.225 In the sphere of popu lar culture, Amer i ca 
might indeed have acquired something of the character of the “irresist-
ible empire” invoked by Victoria de Grazia: a dazzling new civilization 
where every thing was larger, more modern, and more prosperous than in 
an exhausted Eu rope.226 But this was an image of Amer i ca that excluded 
politics. Eu ro pean images of Amer i ca  were of a land without politics, a 
land to which emigrants travelled to be liberated from the constraints 
of the po liti cal community and to pursue their personal dreams.227 In 
the po liti cal sphere,  there remained a sense of distance between West-
ern Eu rope and the United States. In 1952, the American- based French 
Catholic intellectual Jacques Maritain referred to the Atlantic as the suc-
cessor to the Mediterranean of the Classical age: a sea with two shores, 
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but around which ideas flowed freely.228 The image was an arresting one, 
but it did not gain a wider currency. Democracy did not travel easily in 
 either direction across the Atlantic in the post- war years, and the demo-
cratic institutions of the United States and of Western Eu rope remained 
throughout the post- war de cades obstinately distinct in their structure 
and temperament.

Notions of a common western or Atlantic democracy remained for the 
most part a dream of Europhile American policy- makers. Eu ro pean po liti-
cal figures, it seemed, felt no need of lessons from Americans in democ-
racy, and—at least  until the 1960s— tended to regard with some disdain 
the workings of American politics.229 For most non- Communist po liti-
cal leaders, the United States remained during the Cold War an offshore 
resource: primarily of military protection, but also of finance (most nota-
bly through the enormous volume of assistance channelled into the states 
of non- Communist Eu rope through the Eu ro pean Recovery Program, the 
ERP) and economic innovation. This led a range of Western Eu ro pean 
elites to travel to the United States, funded by the US State Department 
and other bodies, with the purpose of learning about American methods 
of production, management, and administration.230 But the learning pro-
cess was almost always more selective than general; and, when it came to 
 doing politics, neither Western Eu ro pean leaders nor, it seemed, their pop-
ulations  were  eager to imitate American ways of conducting democracy.231

This was especially so when American policy- makers appeared to be 
too visibly concerned to mould Western Eu rope according to an American 
design. Patriotic sensibilities and calculations of economic and partisan 
interest often militated against impeccably anti- Communist politicians 
such as De Gasperi acceding to American pressure, especially when it was 
presented in the high- handed manner of the American ambassador to 
Rome during the early years of the Eisenhower presidency, Clare Boothe 
Luce.232 Similarly, American attempts to use the structures of the ERP to 
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bring about changes in Eu ro pean economic structures  were largely a fail-
ure. Eu ro pean state officials, businessmen, and trade  unionists would seize 
upon par tic u lar American methods where they had a par tic u lar interest in 
 doing so, but  there was  little wish to adopt more generally what was per-
ceived to be the alien American model of high productivity and corporate 
 labour relations.233 As the secretary of state John Foster Dulles remarked 
with somewhat weary understatement in 1954, “the pre- supposition of 
dependence of our allies on the United States . . .  has turned out not to be 
so  great as had been thought at the end of the war.”234 What Geir Lundes-
tad defined as the “empire by invitation” that emerged in Western Eu rope 
during the Cold War therefore always had clear limits, and served pur-
poses that  were often more Eu ro pean than American.235 Indeed, democ-
racy became one of the means by which from the end of the 1950s onwards 
the Western Eu ro pean states demonstrated their autonomy from the 
United States. The construction of Eu ro pean po liti cal institutions, such 
as the Eu ro pean Economic Community (EEC), which operated in de pen-
dently of the United States, encouraged a flowering of rhe toric celebrating 
the demo cratic heritage of Eu rope. Democracy, according to this language, 
had been “made in Eu rope,” even if it had subsequently been exported 
across the Atlantic, as well as to vari ous Eu ro pean settler socie ties.236

The confidence with which Western Eu ro pean po liti cal leaders devel-
oped  these arguments reflected their sense that they stood on solid 
ground. By the mid-1950s, the pro cess of post- war reconstruction was 
essentially complete. The infrastructure and buildings had been largely 
rebuilt, economic growth was accelerating, and the authority of the state 
had been re- established. In addition, they appeared to have created a sta-
ble form of democracy. Electoral rules  were on occasions bent, judicial 
rights neglected, and the ubiquitous Cold War rhe toric of freedom used 
to justify exceptional police actions within and, more especially, outside 
of Eu rope in the remaining territories of empire.237 However, the stability 
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was undeniable. In comparison with the numerous instances during the 
interwar years when parliamentary regimes had been overthrown by mil-
itary uprisings, presidential coups, and a range of nationalist and anti- 
parliamentary movements, the immobility of post- war democracy was 
its most striking feature. That was above all the case in Germany. The 
transition from the violent politics of the recent past to the predominantly 
moderate temper of the politics of the Federal Republic in the 1950s and 
early 1960s appeared to contemporaries— Aron included—to be the most 
remarkable manifestation of the changed po liti cal spirit of the age.238 
Only in France amidst the crisis provoked by events in Algeria in 1958 
did a po liti cal regime simply collapse, though  here again, as we have seen, 
what was most striking was the care with which the transition from the 
Fourth to the Fifth Republic was conducted within a framework of repub-
lican legalism. Democracy was never more carefully respected than when 
it was least evident.239

 There  were many reasons for this regime stability, most notably the 
relative prosperity generated by high levels of economic growth from 
the end of the 1940s onwards. But central to it too was the investment of 
the rulers themselves in the proj ect of demo cratic reconstruction. The new 
“classe politique” highlighted by Raymond Aron preferred to wear their 
ideology lightly.240 Their skills  were primarily technical and managerial 
ones. In contrast to their pre de ces sors, they eschewed grandiose rhe toric 
and  were inclined to mea sure their achievements in terms of percentages 
of economic growth, numbers of  houses built, or kilometres of motor-
ways constructed. As the next chapter  will argue, their understanding of 
democracy was often cautious and unimaginative, rooted in a ner vous 
preoccupation with learning the lessons of past excesses. Confronted by 
the complex challenges of post- war reconstruction, they evaded demo-
cratic accountability through opaque pro cesses of decision- making that 
privileged the authority of government institutions over the  will of the 
 people. Moreover, they neglected the challenge of creating a more egalitar-
ian and social democracy in favour of policies that largely reinforced the 
pre- existing hierarchies of Eu ro pean socie ties.

Especially when viewed in retrospect, the missed opportunities of 1945 
appear the most evident. Western Eu rope’s mid- century turning point 
failed to be a radical new departure; and, far from achieving what was 
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sometimes referred to in West Germany as a Demokratiewunder, the rul-
ers of post- war Western Eu rope restored too much and challenged too 
 little.241 Disillusionment is of course inseparable from moments of sub-
stantial po liti cal change, and  there  were at the time many at all levels of 
society who regretted the absence of a more emphatic rupture.242 But, as 
this chapter has sought to demonstrate, the weakness of such perspectives 
lies not so much in their accounts of the shortcomings of the post- war 
demo cratic order as in their exaggerated sense of the potential of libera-
tion. Western Eu rope’s transition to democracy in the 1940s was not a 
failed revolution. It was from the outset a managed pro cess, implemented 
largely from within the established structures of power, which was con-
cerned not so much to enact rule by the  people as to construct a democ-
racy that worked, and endured. And, mea sured by  those criteria, it was 
indeed successful.

241. Re. Demokratiewunder, see W. Rüegg in W. Krönig and K.- D. Müller, eds., 
Nachkriegs- Semester: Studium in Kriegs-  und Nachkriegszeit (Stuttgart, 1990), 5. See also 
Forner, German Intellectuals, 279–80.

242. For examples of con temporary critiques of the “failure” of post- war demo cratic 
reconstruction, see Mazower, Dark Continent, 316; R. Krieg, Catholic Theologians in Nazi 
Germany (New York, 2004), 130.
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ch a pter t wo

Thinking Democracy
the new model of a sta ble democr ac y

sometimes silences can be significant. The most remarkable 
feature of the term “democracy” was its relative absence from the rhe toric 
of liberation. What ever  causes the Second World War had been fought for, 
democracy, it seemed, was not foremost among them. In the lexicon of 
Eu ro pean liberation, four overlapping terms predominated: freedom, lib-
erty,  people, and nation—or its subtle but significant variants of homeland 
and motherland. Take, for example, the tract issued during the liberation 
of Paris in August 1944 by  those who would subsequently launch the major 
Catholic po liti cal party in post- war France, the MRP. It is a very typical 
example of the po liti cal rhe toric of the time, spinning together a distinctly 
French po liti cal language of the Republic, of liberty and freedom, and 
of the peuple, defined against privileged elites. Of democracy, however, 
 there is not a word.1 This example is trivial, but it could be repeated many 
times over with reference to the ephemeral and more formal lit er a ture of 
the liberation era. Democracy was rarely mentioned by name, and even 
less frequently as a concept. Moreover, when it did appear, it was often 
in an almost perfunctory way, with democracy becoming a form of po liti-
cal shorthand, a means of articulating opposition to an authoritarian 
or fascist order, or indicating support for a regime of in de pen dence and 
self- government. In a major speech given on 8 May 1946 to mark the first 
anniversary of the end of the war, the Austrian chancellor, Leopold Figl, 

1. “Paris est libre!” [August 1944], republished in P. Letamendia, Le Mouvement répub-
licain populaire: Histoire d’un  grand parti français (Paris, 1995), 50. See also Andrieu, 
Programme commun de la Résistance, 109–10.
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launched into a long list of the benefits of freedom and national in de pen-
dence that had flowed from the defeat of Nazism, before concluding with 
a passing reference to the fact that 8 May 1945 had also been the “victory 
of Democracy over Dictatorship” (Sieg der Demokratie über Diktatur).2

Of course, this absence can be exaggerated. As discussed in chapter one, 
Communists across Eu rope  were vocal during the post- liberation years in 
their support for a  people’s democracy.3 And, even when the term was 
not used, calculations about the nature of the  future po liti cal regime  were 
often tangibly pre sent. The rhe toric of liberation was effusive and impro-
vised. But it contained within it many nuances and downright conflicts of 
meaning, which reflected the strug gles for power and for owner ship of the 
pro cess of liberation that underlay the cele bration of national  union. Lib-
eration had been so long delayed in many areas of Western Eu rope that, 
by the time it occurred, minds had long moved on to what would happen 
next. In this highly uncertain environment, po liti cal actors did not neces-
sarily say every thing that was on their minds. Even though the lexicon 
of liberation was often narrow and repetitive,  there  were subtly diff er ent 
ways of deploying the same terms. Through the weightings—or simply the 
order of preference— that po liti cal figures accorded to the victory of free-
dom or the defence of liberty, to the achievement of social justice or the 
restoration of a  legal order, they  were sending messages as to the nature of 
the po liti cal regime they believed should emerge  after the war.

Nevertheless, the relative silence that surrounded the term democracy 
in 1945 was in ter est ing and significant. The purpose of this chapter is to 
explore the reasons for that silence, and to analyse how a discussion about 
democracy did gradually develop, often in rather guarded ways, during 
the post- war years. That debate revealed many nuances of emphasis, 
which reflected the diversity of national and ideological traditions within 
Eu rope. But it was also remarkably unitary. This might appear surprising: 
Socialists and Christian Demo crats, for example, had set off from very dif-
fer ent starting points, and over the previous half- century had articulated 
opposing visions of democracy, when not rejecting it entirely. Yet,  after 
1945,  there was a marked convergence in their conception of democracy, 
of how it should operate, and more especially of the dangers that needed 
to be averted. As a consequence, Western Eu rope arrived during the post- 
war years at something close to an agreed model of democracy.

2. L. Figl, “Wer hat wen befreit?” (8 May 1946), in Leopold Figl: Ansichten eines grossen 
Österreichers, ed. R. Prantner (Vienna, 1992), 54–55.

3. See pp. 52–53.
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In the beginning, however, was silence; or rather the noise of the slo-
gans of liberation. The chaos of the months preceding and following liber-
ation was hardly conducive to reflection on the nature of the po liti cal sys-
tem that would follow the defeat of the Third Reich and its collaborationist 
allies. In the innumerable clandestine tracts and newspapers, songs, and 
scrawled slogans that served as an alternative public space in German- 
occupied Eu rope during the final years of the war, direct opposition to the 
occupier predominated. Resisters acted more on instinct than ideology, 
finding in the direct rhe toric of patriotism, hatred of the occupiers (and, 
in par tic u lar, their local agents), and, in the case of France, republicanism, 
the immediate resources that gave a meaning to their actions and, for  those 
who fell or  were executed, the sacrifice of their lives.4 The terms that they 
deployed— notably “liberation” and “revolution”— were  little more than ral-
lying cries. The exigencies of the time, but also the enormous uncertainty 
that surrounded the post- war  future, discouraged any sustained reflection 
as to what content  these terms might acquire, beyond the absence of alien 
occupation.5 The nature of the po liti cal system that would follow the war 
was something that could be left  until the more urgent goals of victory, 
justice, and material security had been attained.

 There  were, however, other and less circumstantial reasons for this 
silence. Any discussion as to what kind of democracy Eu ro pe ans  were seek-
ing to achieve risked raising awkward memories of past demo cratic experi-
ences. Between 1920 and 1940— however one establishes the definitions— 
the majority of Eu ro pean states had in one way or another moved from a 
parliamentarian to an authoritarian model of government.6 Though often 
carried out by executive coup, military intervention, or, in the case of Spain, 
a bloody civil war,  these po liti cal transitions had rarely lacked some basis 
in popu lar support. This was especially so of the po liti cal changes that had 
occurred in 1940 in the heart of the area that  after the war would become 
Western Eu rope. The military victory of the armies of the Third Reich in 
the Netherlands, Belgium, and France in May and June 1940 had appeared 
to many of the citizens of  those states to have proven the inferiority of mul-
tiparty parliamentary government in the face of new models of authori-
tarian politics. Thus, in all three of  these defeated states, proj ects of New 
Order reform  were initiated, which in France led to the collective decision 

4. F. Marcot, “Voix d’outre- tombe,” in Lettres de fusillés, ed. G. Krivopissko (Paris, 
2003), 17–19; Visioen en werkelijkheid; Morgan, Fall of Mussolini, 180–88.

5. M. Sueur, “Approche lexicographique du mot libération dans La voix du nord clan-
destine (avril 1941– août 1944),” Revue du Nord 57 (1975): 347–64.

6. Luebbert, Liberalism; Capoccia, Defending Democracy.
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of the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, taken at Vichy in July 1940, to 
entrust the direction of the French state to Marshal Pétain.7  These changes 
 were undertaken without any popu lar mandate, but they reflected the 
widespread belief in the summer of 1940 that parliamentary democracy—
as it had developed since the First World War— had ended in inglorious col-
lapse.8 The  future, it was assumed, lay with new structures of organ ization 
and repre sen ta tion; while  those politicians and other elite figures who had 
fled from the German advance to establish exile regimes in the somewhat 
tenuous safety afforded by London in 1940 appeared initially to be  little 
more than the remnants of an outmoded ancien régime.9

This po liti cal current went rapidly into reverse over the course of the 
subsequent years. Almost every thing that happened in Eu rope  after 1940 
served to demonstrate to Eu ro pe ans that authoritarian rule could be dis-
tinctly worse than its alternatives. Nazi policies of exploitation and oppres-
sion, as well as the tangible failure of New Order po liti cal proj ects such as 
the Vichy Regime in France to effect meaningful change or respond to the 
expectations of their populations, led to a durable change in attitudes in 
Western Eu rope around 1942. A tide turned during that crucial year of 
the war, not only on the battlefields of Rus sia and North Africa, but in 
the terms of Eu ro pean po liti cal debate. This led within the space of a few 
months to the demise of the enthusiasm for authoritarian state reforms 
and a corporatist reordering of society that had dominated po liti cal and 
intellectual discussion over the previous de cade.10 In its place,  there 
emerged a new po liti cal rhe toric of legality, accountability, and guarantees 
of individual freedom, within which an aspiration to democracy—in spirit 
if not yet in name— gradually took shape.11

This change was reflected in the language of re sis tance, and also in 
the wider sense of communities rejecting the rulers imposed on them and 
recovering their sovereignty. Eu ro pe ans, it seemed,  were rebuilding their 
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democracy from the roots up, choosing the structures and leaders that 
matched their rather truculent mood of distrust.12 At the same time, this 
shift in po liti cal fashion was also evident in the attitudes of  those elites, 
notably within the judiciary, the civil ser vice, and industry, who had been 
among the most enthusiastic supporters of the authoritarian regimes 
established in the aftermath of the defeats of 1940. They now passed, often 
almost without a break, into participating in the committees and planning 
bodies that proliferated around internal Re sis tance groups and the exile 
regimes.13 This change of camp, however opportunist it might have been 
on the part of some, proved to be of durable significance. In par tic u lar, it 
brought much of the high personnel— the  grands corps—of the state over 
into the camp of democracy and laid the basis for what Zygmunt Bauman 
retrospectively termed the “social engineering state.” For the next thirty 
years a wide range of civil servants, economic experts, and technocratic 
planners who had formerly looked to authoritarian models sought instead 
to achieve their proj ects of social, economic, and bureaucratic moderniza-
tion within the framework of parliamentary democracy.14

None of this, however, implied a  simple rehabilitation of the demo cratic 
past. Democracy— not as an ideal but as a lived experience— remained 
associated in the minds of the populations of Western Eu rope, and more 
especially of their more conservative- minded leaders, with predominantly 
negative memories of governmental instability, violent social conflict, and, 
in the case of Germany in 1918 and France in 1940, national defeat: one a 
democracy born of defeat and the other a democracy that led to defeat.15 
Unsurprisingly,  there was  little po liti cal nostalgia in 1945. Every body, it 
seemed, looked forward. Discussions in the clandestine press of the new 
po liti cal regime that should emerge in the aftermath of the war  were 
always at pains to emphasize the differentness of the demo cratic order of 
the  future from that of the past.16 “A parting of the ways,” the Czechoslovak 
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president Edvard Beneš declared resonantly at the reopening of parlia-
ment in Prague on 28 October 1945, had occurred “in modern society,” 
which would give birth to “a society of universal outlook, consistently 
demo cratic and [more just] in the social and economic sphere than 
the old.”17 The new democracy, so every body seemed to agree, would 
be “new,” ”broader,” and “more social,” and not a restoration of what 
the British  Labour Party politician Richard Crossman referred to as the 
“callow . . .  materialist” democracy of “that dreary armistice between the 
wars.”18 The war, in a frequently used formula of the time, must not 
prove to have been a parenthesis, but the starting point of a much broader 
pro cess of renewal— what de Gaulle termed, with his rather empty gran-
diloquence, “la rénovation nationale par la démocratie et dans la liberté.”19

From the outset, the proj ect of post- war democracy was therefore con-
ceived in opposition not so much to the discredited fascist and authoritar-
ian models of the war years but to the ghosts of past demo cratic failures. 
The “adventure” of democracy, one Belgian Catholic writer commented 
in 1946, had failed  after 1918; the question now was  whether it would 
be more successful on this occasion.20 The answer took diff er ent forms 
within Eu rope’s national po liti cal cultures. In some cases, this relaunch-
ing of democracy was presented as a return to long- standing traditions of 
in de pen dence and freedom. This was notably the case in Belgium and the 
Netherlands. As an influential Dutch pamphlet of 1945 declared, the urgent 
task was for a fundamental vernieuwing— renewal— that would restore the 
popu lar character of the Dutch  people through the recreation of what it 
termed “our Dutch historic institutions”— onze Nederlandsche historische 
instellingen.21 Much the same patriotic rhe toric of purging the recent past 
through returning to more historic freedoms was evident in Belgium, 
where the founding constitution of the state in 1831 was rediscovered as a 
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charter of Belgian traditions of self- government, in opposition— implied or 
explicit—to the party politics of the interwar years.22

In northern Eu rope, too, concepts of national identity provided a 
bridge between the old and the new. The idea of “Nordic democracy,” as 
an expression of the par tic u lar demo cratic spirit and social structure of 
the  people of Scandinavia, had initially developed in the 1930s in response 
to the threat from Nazi Germany. But in the post- war years this theme 
acquired a much wider currency. According to this version of history, 
Nordic democracy was the expression of the collective folkish mental-
ity forged by the strug gles of the Scandinavian nations— now expanded 
to include the rather diff er ent case of Finland— for in de pen dence from 
alien rule and monarchical despotism. A demo cratic attitude was, thus, 
“natu ral” to the Nordic  people, and reflected the long- term development 
of egalitarian social structures in Scandinavian society, stretching back, in 
some of its more fanciful formulations, to the Viking era.23

Not all pasts  were, however, so readily capable of being turned to such 
purposes. In Czecho slo va kia, the recovery of national freedom in 1945 
was presented as the renewal of a historic Czech tradition of self- rule that 
had originated with the Hussite revolt but had reached its full expres-
sion during the presidency of Tomáš Masaryk  after the First World War.24 
However, given the inglorious final phase of the Czechoslovak republic 
 after the state’s dismemberment as a consequence of the Munich agree-
ment of 1938, this was accompanied by strong criticism of the oligarchi-
cal character of the pre- war republic. Thus, the rebirth of an in de pen-
dent Czecho slo va kia could not be a  simple restoration, but needed to be 
accompanied by a wide- ranging demo cratic transformation of society.25 
During his war time exile in London, President Beneš had already given 
voice to this aspiration, promising that the new regime would be “a new 
fresh democracy.” This was reinforced by the Košice Programme, issued by 
the National Front of all of the principal po liti cal parties on 4 April 1945, 
shortly before the end of the German occupation. Intended as the founding 
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charter of the post- war regime, it laid down an ambitious programme of 
po liti cal and social changes that would define the “popu lar character” of 
the new democracy.26

In France and Italy, too, the emphasis was emphatically on the new. 
Memories of the French Third Republic and of the pre-1922 parliamen-
tary regime in Italy  were associated with corruption, personal opportun-
ism, and a disruptive factionalism that had failed to address the needs 
of the country and the concerns of the population. Both had been, in 
the phrase of the Italian anti- Fascist exile Gaetano Salvemini, “imper-
fect democracies,” in which the illusory notion of the sovereignty of the 
 people had provided a façade for the actions of po liti cal manipulators, 
such as the long- time pre- Fascist prime minister of Italy, Giovanni Giolitti.27 
The consequence, as the Italian historian Federico Chabod argued in a 
highly influential series of lectures on Italy’s recent history, initially given 
in Paris in 1950, was not so much that Fascism had won, but that the 
parliamentary regime had simply failed to comprehend the nature of the 
challenge it faced.28 Similar ideas  were voiced in France, where the new 
energy that republicanism had acquired as a result of the war years went 
hand in hand with a determination to ensure that the new republic would 
be very diff er ent from the pre- war Third Republic. This ambition was 
well articulated by the po liti cal scientist François Goguel in his study of 
the politics of the Third Republic written during his war time detention in 
a German prisoner- of- war camp, and published in 1946  after his return 
to liberated France. Goguel analysed what he deplored as the de cadence 
and “the fierce character”—le caractère forcené—of the po liti cal disputes 
that had characterized the final years of the Third Republic. France, he 
argued, had become stuck in the bipolar conflicts of right and left, and 
he concluded his study with a plea for the new republic to foster a civic 
spirit and a more effective state culture that would prevail over sectional 
interests.29

Such historical analyses had a par tic u lar resonance in Germany. The 
Weimar Republic could hardly be held responsible for the fate that befell 
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Germany  after the directly elected president invited the leader of the larg-
est single party in the Reichstag to form a co ali tion government with a 
parliamentary majority in January 1933. And yet that is overwhelmingly 
what took place  after 1945: Weimar— and not the Third Reich— was seen 
as a warning from history, and a demonstration of what went wrong when 
demo cratic structures  were destabilized by the actions of demagogic forces 
(of right and left) who played upon the emotions of the  people. Thus, 
the Federal Republic was designed from the outset almost as an “anti- 
Weimar,” as reflected in its carefully calibrated constitution, its avoidance 
of a power ful presidential office, and in the powers devolved to its federal 
states. Throughout the 1950s, Weimar remained a consistent and negative 
point of reference for politicians and intellectual elites alike, the memory 
of which constrained them to adopt a consciously moderate politics of 
centrist governance. Having learned from this past history, the Federal 
Republic’s po liti cal leaders sought to use their maturity and self- restraint 
to avoid the polarization that had undermined Germany’s previous experi-
ence of democracy.30

Nor did the distant past appear to offer more attractive po liti cal mod-
els. One of the more obvious anniversaries of the immediate post- war 
years was the centenary of the revolutions of 1848. The inspiration that 
the constitutions, universal (male) suffrage, and civic and social eman-
cipation of the revolutions might have provided for the democracies of 
1948 was, however, for the most part referred to only rarely in public dis-
course.31 In Italy, the Popu lar Front of Communists and left Socialists 
used Garibaldi in the elections of April 1948 as a symbol of popu lar Ital-
ian nationalism, striving to drive the Americans out of the Italian pen-
insula, as Garibaldi had fought to expel the Habsburgs a hundred years 
 earlier. Its impact, however, was only  limited, and was at odds with the 
much more critical approach to the entire proj ect of the Risorgimento 
provoked by the posthumous publication of Antonio Gramsci’s prison 
notebooks in 1949.32 In Germany, or more exactly in the western zones 

30. F. R. Allemann, Bonn ist nicht Weimar (Cologne, 1956), esp. 7, 411–40; S. Ullrich, 
Der Weimar- Komplex: Das Scheitern der ersten deutschen Demokratie und die politische 
Kultur der frühen Bundesrepublik 1945–1959 (Göttingen, 2009); Depkat, Lebenswenden und 
Zeitenwenden, 370–94; Suri, Henry Kissinger, 7–10. The enduring legacies of Weimar are the 
central focus of two monographs: Greenberg, Weimar  Century, and Strote, Lions and Lambs.

31. K. Renner “30 Jahre Republik Österreich” (12 November 1948), in Für Recht und 
Frieden, 75.

32. Ventresca, From Fascism to Democracy, 199–200; L. Riall, Garibaldi: Invention of 
a Hero (New Haven, CT, 2007), 9–10.
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that would become the Federal Republic a year  later,  there was remark-
ably  little public acknowledgement of an anniversary that recalled all too 
directly the cycle of revolutionary upheavals from which Germany was 
seeking to escape. In historical works too, the tone was very similar: the 
German revolution of 1848 had been a failure, initiated by an inexpe-
rienced po liti cal elite who had  little comprehension of the aspirations 
of the population, and who had rapidly fallen victim to the reactionary 
forces of the Prus sian state but also to the conservative attitudes of the 
 middle classes.33 German demo cratic republicanism was perceived as 
predominantly a history of po liti cal failures. It was only by  going back to 
the Reformation of the sixteenth  century, or by abandoning the national 
for the more local frames of reference provided by the inclusive language 
of Heimat, that it was pos si ble to recover more positive definitions of 
inclusive self- government.34

In France, which continued to regard itself as the birthplace of the 
revolutions of 1848, the centenary (which coincided with that of the pub-
lication of Marx’s Communist Manifesto) was marked more positively. It 
prompted the publication of a number of Communist historical works, 
which combined praise of the ideals of the revolution with criticism of its 
confused class character.35 More in ter est ing, however, was the publica-
tion by the former Re sis tance publisher Editions de Minuit of an ambi-
tious two- volume global history of the revolutions. Seeking to escape 
from the narrow nationalism of the recent past, the essays written by an 
international team of scholars presented a largely favourable image of 
the ambitions of the revolutionaries of 1848: “jeunesse magnifique, qui 
croyait à la liberté, à l’égalité, à la fraternité, qui croyait qu’on aboutirait 
à l’ union des peuples par la libération de chaque nation particulière.”36 
Even  here, however, the revolutions  were not presented as a model for 
the pre sent day, but as the symbol of a past era of idealism that had 
been defeated by the self- interested actions of the bourgeoisie and more 

33. J. Droz, “Travaux récents sur la révolution de 1848 en Allemagne,” Revue d’histoire 
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35. E. Tersen, “Les révolutions de 1848,” Revue historique 201 (1949): 272–89; La pen-
sée 18 (May– June 1948).

36. “a magnificent youth, who believed in liberty, equality, and fraternity, and who 
believed that the  union of  peoples would be achieved by the liberation of each individual 
nation”: F. Fejtö, ed., 1848 dans le monde: Le printemps des peuples (Paris, 1948), 1: 49.



[ 108 ] chapter two

especially by the reactionary role played by the two  great powers of the 
era,  England and Rus sia.37

The spirit of 1945 could therefore hardly have been more diff er ent from 
that of 1848. Democracy  after the Second World War was a work of dis-
abused maturity rather than of youthful enthusiasm, implemented for 
the most part by politicians and state officials whose cautious support for 
democracy was the product of hard- won and often painful experience. The 
public figure who declared as early as the spring of 1947 that “ There may 
be no good po liti cal regime, but democracy is surely the least bad of the 
alternatives” was not, as is often claimed, Winston Churchill but Albert 
Camus, writing in the French intellectual review Combat.38 The view to 
which he gave expression— that democracy was not so much a good in 
itself as a bulwark against the dangerous adventurism of other po liti cal 
models— was widely shared among non- Communist po liti cal and intel-
lectual figures in the post- war years. Democracy had failed in the past, and 
it might fail again. But, as the German exile from Nazism Karl Loewen-
stein commented in somewhat resigned tones in 1946: “ There is no other 
solution than to try again.  There is no other key than faith in demo cratic 
legitimacy.”39

The prevalence of  these attitudes helps to explain the lack of cele-
bration that accompanied the re introduction of democracy into Eu ro-
pean po liti cal life. The rulers of demo cratic Eu rope  were not, and could 
not have been, new men: regardless of  whether they had held significant 
po liti cal office prior to 1945, their attitudes had been moulded by a host 
of personal experiences as well as by the wider events through which 
they had lived— and which they had survived. For this generation of pre-
dominantly middle- aged, middle- class, and male po liti cal figures who 
assumed the responsibility of creating a durable demo cratic structure in 
post- war Eu rope, the objective was not to inaugurate a new era of free-
dom, but more prosaically to avoid past  mistakes, to learn from recent 

37. Fejtö, 1848 dans le monde, esp. 2: 456–59.
38. A. Camus, “Democracy and Modesty” (30 April 1947), in J. Lévi- Valensi, ed., Camus 

at Combat: Writing 1944–1947 (Prince ton, NJ, 2006), 287. Churchill used the same phrase, 
indicating that he was citing somebody  else but without attributing it explic itly to Camus, 
in a debate in the House of Commons  later that year: 444 Parl. Deb. H. C. (5th ser.) (1947) 
col. 207.

39. K. Loewenstein, Po liti cal Reconstruction (New York, 1946), 136.
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experiences— notably the Anglo- American models of government that had 
played such a role in defeating the Third Reich— and to pre- empt, as best 
they could, the dangers of a distinctly uncertain  future.

This cautious mentality drew the po liti cal elite of post- war Eu rope 
 towards the safety- first definition of the practice of democracy described 
in the previous chapter. They inhabited, and more importantly believed 
themselves to inhabit, a Eu rope in ruins—in the evocative phrase of Jean- 
Pierre Rioux, “une Eu rope exsangue” (a Eu rope drained of its lifeblood).40 
Evocations and meta phors of ruins  were everywhere in Eu rope in 1945. In 
material terms, but also po liti cally and intellectually, Eu rope needed to be 
rebuilt from the fratricidal conflicts that had brought the continent to the 
verge of its modern extinction.41 Visual images  were a key component of 
this vision of Eu rope. The still photography and movie newsreels of the 
era  were saturated with images of ruins, and of the  people who inhab-
ited them, framing the way in which Eu ro pe ans perceived the world around 
them. The physical destruction caused by Allied bombing and urban fight-
ing merged with images of emaciated camp survivors and the millions 
of displaced persons (DPs) in central Eu rope to forge a stark sense of an 
atomized society. This was encapsulated most strikingly in the archetypal 
and enduring image of the Trümmerfrauen, the so- called “rubble  women,” 
labouring to rebuild their homes and lives amidst the desolate landscape 
of Germany’s ruined cities.42

In retrospect, what Paul Steege has termed the “before- and- after post-
card” of Eu rope’s subsequent recovery has come to define memories of 
1945.43 The sheer scale of post- war reconstruction, which, in the case of 
West Germany, built a new economy and society almost literally over the 
top of the ruins left by the war, has served to fix the ruined urban land-
scapes of 1945 as the point of departure in numerous memoirs and fiction-
alized accounts of Eu rope’s post- war development.44 More immediately, 
however, this image— which was only partially accurate—of a continent 
in ruins conveyed much more than a literal meaning: it served, too, to 

40. J.- P. Rioux, “L’héritage difficile ou les contraintes de la libération,” in Bloch- Lainé 
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43. Steege, Black Market, Cold War, 13.
44. See the intelligent analy sis in A. Fuchs, Phantoms of War in Con temporary German 

Lit er a ture, Films and Discourse (Basingstoke, UK, 2010), esp. 1–16.
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justify predominantly conservative logics of rescue, reconstruction, and 
the restoration of moral norms. The immediate priorities of hunger and 
homelessness had to be addressed, but  there was also a perceived need to 
impose law, social order, and authority on populations who had lost their 
moral coordinates amidst the chaos of war.45 The language of a crisis of 
morality was pervasive  after the war. The spectacle of millions of Eu ro pe-
ans living without the frameworks of  family, housing, or reliable means of 
subsistence generated power ful anx i eties about crime, sexual promiscuity, 
and a wild youth— a jeunesse sauvage— who had grown up without the dis-
ciplines provided by  family and schooling. The priority given to austerity 
was therefore as much moral as economic. Only by depriving the popula-
tions of Eu rope of the facile pleasures of immediate consumption would 
they be re- educated in the necessary virtues of self- restraint, hard work, 
and ser vice to the nation.46

This language of moral crisis served vari ous purposes. Most immedi-
ately, it justified the reimposition of structures of law and state authority; 
as well as contributing to the new esteem that Chris tian ity— and more 
especially Catholicism— enjoyed in the post- war era. Amidst a ruined 
landscape, Eu rope’s historic church buildings acquired a visibility that 
seemed expressive of the way in which the moral truths of Chris tian ity had 
a value that surpassed the frontiers of religious practice.47 Democracy, 
too, was inflected by this language of moral crisis. It was regarded less as 
a po liti cal princi ple than an instrumental device— the means by which the 
surviving populations could be remade into citizens. By bringing them 
back into the fold, the energies of the  people could be directed  towards 
the collective challenge of national reconstruction, as well as preventing 
the enemies of democracy— both communism and the widely felt threat 
of a renascent fascism48— from playing on their emotions and material 
sufferings.

The under lying prob lem, however, was that democracy was a difficult 
tool to manage. The experiences of the recent past demonstrated that 
democracies needed vigilant leadership and direction to keep them from 
succumbing not only to subversion by ill- intentioned forces but also to 
the excesses and strains inherent to a volatile mass politics.49 This was a 
point made forcefully by Raymond Aron. The time that he had spent in 

45. J. Evans, Life among the Ruins, 12–15.
46. Re. the moral panic about  children and youth, see Zahra, Lost  Children, 17–23.
47. Strote, Lions and Lambs, 13–14.
48. Combat, December 1947, as quoted in Algazy, Tentation néo- fasciste, 92–94.
49. De Madariaga, Victors, Beware, 38–41.
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Germany during the final years of the Weimar Republic had left him with 
a deep distrust of mass politics. For him, right and left had been equally 
guilty of exploiting the institutions of Weimar for their own ends, rather 
than valuing democracy in itself. Thus, the demo cratic regimes of the post- 
war era must not be left to find their own balance, but must consciously be 
fashioned in ways that imposed compromise and moderation.50

 There was therefore  little enthusiasm  after 1945 to return to the demo-
cratic radicalism of the past. The French Revolution of 1789— and more 
especially the example it provided of the  people seizing power forcibly 
from the monarch, Church, and aristocracy— was very far from the men-
tality of the democracy- makers of the post- war era. They  were more con-
cerned to constrain popu lar participation than to celebrate it. Much the 
same was also true of the language of popu lar nationalism. The history 
of the development of democracy in Eu rope since 1789 had been insepa-
rable from the ideal of the collective sovereignty of  peoples, breaking  free 
from despotism or alien rule, and establishing institutions of national 
government, which in turn guaranteed and fulfilled the freedom of their 
citizens. Nationalism, however, was a newly awkward concept in Western 
Eu rope  after 1945. The nation was what the war had been fought for (on 
both sides), as was evident in the patriotic euphoria of liberation and the 
more solemn ceremonial of the reinauguration of national parliaments 
and institutions. The nation, moreover, provided the emotional commu-
nity that bound together  those who had died in the war and the new gen-
erations of the post- war  future.51 However, the rhetorical language of 
nationalism—of the territory of the patrie, of the  people in arms, or of 
the ethnic or racial community of the Volk— had awkward po liti cal res-
onances  after 1945. In some areas of Eu rope the nation was associated 
with the actions and crimes of the authoritarian and fascist regimes of the 
recent past, while elsewhere nationalism was tied to the volatile memory 
of insurrectionary re sis tance against Nazi rule.

Unsurprisingly,  there was a consciously new sobriety to the nation-
alism of the post- war period, as expressed in the state- policed rituals of 
commemoration of the fallen soldiers of the two world wars.52 Rulers 
 were conscious of the need to take control of nationalist sentiments, and 
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to channel them away from visions of the sovereign  people and  towards 
the patriotic duties that citizens owed to their state. The nationalism of 
the post- war era was therefore more about the state than the nation, as 
reflected in the widespread adoption of the neologism of the “nation- 
state.” With the rapid increase in the role that the state played in the lives 
of individuals during the post- war de cades, membership of the nation 
came to be defined primarily by the state, through its power to decide 
who was allowed to acquire nationality and through its control of the ben-
efits that derived from citizenship. This did not mean that the nation had 
ceased to  matter. Nations, along with states, needed to be reconstructed 
 after 1945, and nowhere more so than in the case of  those nations that had 
experienced the collective humiliation of military defeat. The reintegra-
tion of former soldiers and prisoners of war into Eu ro pean socie ties  after 
the Second World War was a substantial challenge, and one that had long- 
lasting legacies through the pensions, systems of healthcare, and other 
material benefits that  these veterans  were accorded. This was, of course, 
especially true in the German Federal Republic, where the sufferings of 
the war years, and of national defeat in 1945,  were followed by the forc-
ible division of the country, mass migration from the eastern territories, 
and its re orientation  towards a Western Eu ro pean identity.53  There was 
therefore a need, in Germany as well as elsewhere, for the construction 
of new national narratives that, through the careful reconfiguration of 
the recent past  under the symbolic carapace of flag, anthem, and history, 
would express the post- war reconstruction of the nation without giving 
renewed oxygen to the demons of the preceding de cades.54

As a consequence, the nationalism of the post-1945 era assumed new 
demo cratic clothes. Everywhere, it seemed, histories  were recast to pro-
vide narratives that presented where nations had ended up as where they 
had always been intending to go. Some of  these narratives  were more 
successful than  others;55 but common to all was the desire to incorpo-
rate and domesticate nationalism within a demo cratic language of self- 
government and universal citizenship. This did not prevent the continuity 
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of more- popular forms of nationalism, such as the surge in passions gen-
erated by international sporting events, which seemed to serve almost 
as a compensation for the displacement of such mobilizations from the 
po liti cal realm.56 Nor did it exclude more atavistic ele ments of national 
chauvinism, evident in attitudes  towards the  children born of liaisons 
with foreign soldiers, or the racist assumptions that surrounded attitudes 
 towards immigrant “non- European” populations during the 1950s and 
1960s.57 But, with some exceptions,58  these social prejudices operated 
largely outside of the mainstream of po liti cal debate, and did not desta-
bilize the newly demo cratic languages of nationalism, in which loyalty to 
the nation- state went hand in hand with proj ects of reconciliation and 
international understanding. This matched, moreover, the real ity of a 
rapidly modernizing Western Eu rope where  people— especially the young 
 middle class— mixed with one another and moved relatively easily across 
national frontiers.59 As a consequence, the harder edges of national dif-
ference  were eroded, and the nation itself was no longer such an exclusive 
or all- demanding ele ment of personal and collective identity. This in turn 
changed the way in which ethnic and linguistic groups in Western Eu rope 
 after 1945 justified their demands for greater in de pen dence. No longer was 
it sufficient to invoke the collective  will of a  people for freedom. Instead, 
as in the case of the Flemish Nationalists in Belgium, they  were obliged 
to adopt a new po liti cal rhe toric that articulated demands for linguistic 
rights and self- government through the demo cratic language of  human 
rights and individual freedom.60

Democracy, as conceived by  those in authority, was therefore less a 
form of popu lar rule than the means— the method, the mentality, and the 
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language— through which the state transacted its business with society 
more widely. As the German student radical Rudi Dutschke subsequently 
observed with some virulence, democracy did not exist  after 1945 to be 
celebrated but to serve the purposes of the administrative state.61 This 
was a perspective with which a good number of state officials might, in 
their more unguarded moments, have been inclined to agree. As the Gaul-
list bureaucrat Michel Debré was reported to have commented pessi-
mistically  towards the end of his life: “La démocratie s’est installée en 
France contre le pouvoir. Peut- être ne nous sommes- nous jamais guéris de 
ce fait capital. . . .  C’est là que gît la contradiction de la République.”62 The 
means of resolving that contradiction was to establish clear hierarchies of 
authority, and more especially to define a vis i ble but delineated role for the 
 people. Thus, the solemnity of post- war parliamentarism was intended to 
convey its dual role as the assembly of the  people’s elected representatives 
and as a forum of authority where its members conducted their debates 
insulated, both literally and meta phor ically, from the sounds of the street.63

Similar concerns  were apparent too in the rather formalized character 
of post- war elections. As Robert Ventresca has perceptively argued with 
reference to the case of Italy, elections  were as much cultural as po liti cal 
events in the post- war democracies.64 Partly  because of the complexity 
of the proportional electoral systems that became the norm in much of 
Eu rope, elections lost much of the ele ment of surprise: success or failure 
was mea sured not in the drama of the results from constituencies but in 
incremental shifts in the balance of power between po liti cal forces. Elec-
tions became ritualized events, in which the individual gesture of casting  
one’s vote was more impor tant than its consequences. The turnout in elec-
tions was, therefore, celebrated more than the outcome.65 The image of  
sober queues of citizens— many of them female— outside polling stations 
was the riposte to the manipulated plebiscites of the Communist east, as 
well as a demonstration of the seriousness of purpose of the citizens of 
the Western Eu ro pean states. By waiting patiently to cast their ballots 
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against the backdrop of reassuringly unchanging rural landscapes or of 
cities  under reconstruction, the  people  were endorsing the parliamen-
tary regimes, before withdrawing to allow their elected representatives to 
conduct the serious and complex business of government.66 The space 
that this created between the electorate and the exercise of power was 
reinforced too by the changing character of election campaigns. The mass 
meeting and direct contact between candidates and electors  were gradu-
ally superseded during the post- war de cades by the new media of adver-
tising, radio, and eventually tele vi sion.  These distanced the  people from 
direct participation in politics. Instead, they  were the audience, or the 
spectators, of a pro cess that happened elsewhere.67

Consequently, the democracies of the post- war de cades retained, at 
least  until the upheavals of the 1960s, something of an anti- popular ethos. 
Put rather starkly, the  people had to be made to fit the democracy, rather 
than vice versa. The experience of Nazism was necessarily central to this 
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attitude. The undeniable fact that millions of Germans had freely cast 
their votes for Hitler and the National Socialist German Workers’ Party 
(NSDAP) could not but influence the wariness with which the popu lar 
exercise of democracy was regarded. In post- war Germany and elsewhere, 
the Nazis  were reviled not for their destruction of a vibrant and sophis-
ticated democracy but for the way in which they had demonstrated the 
weakness of any regime that relied on the demo cratic  will of the  people. 
 Those, such as the young Henry Kissinger, who had lived through  those 
years in Germany and deemed themselves fortunate to have survived, 
saw in mass support for the NSDAP the inherent vulnerability of all 
democracies.68

Analy sis of Nazism  after 1945 therefore focused primarily upon its 
manipulative techniques and psychological appeal. Rather than present-
ing the NSDAP as the heir to a tradition of anti- democratic national-
ist politics in Germany stretching back to the pre-1914 Kaiserreich, the 
party was perceived as the manifestation of a distinctively modern style of 
mass politics. Lacking in intellectual or po liti cal coherence, the Nazis had 
worked on the passions and prejudices of the  people to lend them initially 
their electoral support and subsequently their consent.69 The lesson of the 
Third Reich was clear: all modern populations  were potentially susceptible 
to manipulation by demagogic opportunists who exploited what the psy-
chologist Erich Fromm described in his influential text The Fear of Free-
dom (1942) as the isolation and powerlessness of the individual in modern 
society. Confronted by forces beyond their control, and unable to develop 
a positive sense of their own identity, modern citizens  were inclined to 
engage in what Fromm termed a “totalitarian flight from freedom,” by 
rallying to modern charlatans who provided an illusory sense of securi-
ty.70 This conviction that, in the words of Kissinger, “modern mass society 
starves the individual emotionally” became a widely shared assumption 
of the age. Democracy was consequently seen as doubly vulnerable: to the 
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actions of po liti cal adventurers, and to the weaknesses within the  people. 
The response, too, must be twofold. Institutions must protect democracy 
against its enemies, while the  people needed to be vigilant in their defence 
of “reason, moderation and po liti cal democracy”— primarily, it seemed, as 
protection from themselves.71

Nazism was not, however, the only such warning of the power of the 
masses.72 In much of western and central Eu rope, the events of the libera-
tion had left a distinctly ambivalent legacy: the euphoria of emancipation 
from Nazi rule was intertwined with strong and often personal memo-
ries of what  were referred to somewhat euphemistically as the “excesses” 
of the era. The daily currency of crime, physical vio lence, and rape that 
had developed in some areas of Eu rope in the liberation period as a con-
sequence of the collapse of effective police structures had been an edu-
cation for many Eu ro pe ans in the way in which lives could be disrupted 
(or ended) by acts of vio lence.73 It also generated a durable anxiety about 
the arbitrary exercise of popu lar power. As the Danish sociologist Svend 
Ranulf commented in 1948, the excesses committed by some Re sis tance 
groups at the end of the war had resembled Nazism through what he 
termed their “proto- fascist” actions, demonstrating how easily mass poli-
tics could veer into mob vio lence rooted in community tensions and the 
dictatorship of emotions.74

Seen in this way, the events of the liberation became another warning 
of the dangers of arbitrary power, and of the need to construct barriers 
within democracy against surges in popu lar passions. The unpopularity 
of the acts of popu lar justice carried out  after the liberation by predomi-
nantly young Re sis tance fighters, as well as the powers assumed by local 
committees, such as the so- called National Committees in Czecho slo va kia, 
 were used by governments to justify the restoration of the predictable hier-
archies of state power and of a  legal order.75 Again, however, the impact 
of this dark perception of the liberation went deeper than its unsubtle 
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instrumentalization by  those in authority. The memory of the era soon 
acquired a darker hue, associated with the unpredictability of crowds, and 
the excesses fuelled by alcohol, guns, and an unrestrained sexuality. Direct 
experience was less impor tant in this re spect than rumours and imagin-
ings. Visual images played a major part in this pro cess. The end of the 
Second World War was the first moment of popu lar politics in Eu ro pean 
history to be captured, and thereby framed, by mass photography. As such, 
it generated a repertoire of images of public disorder that rapidly came to 
define what Eu ro pe ans believed had happened at the liberation. Turbu-
lent crowds gathering in streets and squares, young men armed with guns, 
the unpredictability of criminality and improvised authority, and above 
all the spectacle of  women having their heads shaved by an avenging mob 
became the images by which the liberation was remembered and, more 
importantly, reproduced.76

 These perceptions could take on a distinctly reactionary and anti- 
popular tone reminiscent of late nineteenth- century fears of the irratio-
nality of the crowd, as expressed in Robert Aron’s distinctly lurid account 
of “the outpouring of popu lar passions”—le déchaînement des passions 
populaires— during the liberation of France.77 This too was the message  
of William Golding’s dystopian novel, Lord of the Flies (1954), which 
through the allegorical device of a group of  children left to fend for them-
selves  after an air crash on a deserted island appeared to demonstrate that 
un regu la ted popu lar power led only to the collapse of community and the 
triumph of brute force.78 But, expressed in rather more intellectual terms, 
the latent potential for vio lence also provided the basis for a new conserva-
tive definition of democracy. Hannah Arendt’s gloomy sense of living in an 
age of “monstrosities” was rooted in her distrust of the passions unleashed 
by mass politics that had culminated in the horrors of the Third Reich.79 
Ideologies  were, for her and  others, the root of the prob lem. They  were 
reservoirs of passions that, like the religions of bygone times, could lead 
 people and socie ties to take leave of their senses.80  There was therefore  
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a need to drain the passion out of po liti cal life, in order to protect what 
Isaiah Berlin defined as “a  limited but nevertheless real area of  human 
freedom.” This would be pos si ble only once Eu ro pe ans came to accept that 
the pluralism of a “negative” liberty— the liberty to be  free— was prefera-
ble, and more  human, than the ambitions of  those who would force  people 
to be  free through enforcing the “positive” freedom of a homogeneous and 
therefore oppressive community.81

Berlin’s belief that the origins of many of the dangers of the mod-
ern world lay in the intellectual princi ples of the radical thinkers of the 
Enlightenment, and more especially  those of Rousseau (and his spiritual 
heir, Karl Marx), received power ful polemical support in Jacob Talmon’s 
The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (1952). Talmon argued that the 
“totalitarian messianic democracy” of the Communist world was the con-
sequence of the dangerously utopian vision of the reconciliation of free-
dom and constraint forged by Rousseau and his Jacobin acolytes during 
the French Revolution.82 Rousseau, indeed, was distinctly out of fashion 
in post- war Western Eu rope. For a Catholic intellectual such as Jacques 
Maritain, Rousseau’s “very special and morbid form” of popu lar sover-
eignty as implemented during the French Revolution lay at the origins 
of the ills of the modern world.83 By asserting the sovereign  will of the 
 people, Rousseau (aided by Hegel) had given birth to the modern heresy of 
the “cultural, ideological, caesaro- papist totalitarian State.” Only by over-
throwing the myth of popu lar sovereignty, Maritain argued, would it be 
pos si ble to create an “organic democracy” that would reassert the primacy 
of society over the state.84

Maritain’s approach reflected his par tic u lar Catholic conception of 
democracy. But the link he traced between a rather simplistic under-
standing of Enlightenment doctrines and the modern totalitarian state 
became something of a commonplace among anti- Marxist intellectuals 
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in the 1950s.85 To  counter Rousseau’s merging of the personal and the 
collective in the notion of the General  Will, modern socie ties needed to 
heed the call of Alexis de Tocqueville— the centenary of whose death in 
1959 prompted renewed attention to his writings— for the power of the 
state to be  limited by the rights of the individual and the actions of local 
communities.86 In this way, “totalitarianism”— a term that had initially 
acquired intellectual definition among Catholic intellectuals in the 1930s, 
in response to the twin challenges of Nazism and Bolshevism— became 
a concept that expressed the dangers that lurked within modern democ-
racy. The threat was not that unscrupulous rulers would seek to establish 
oppressive rule— that,  after all, had always been so. What was distinctive 
about the modern era was the way in which the notion of the sovereignty 
of the  people contained the means for the  people to succumb to their own 
enslavement.87 Thus, in their highly influential essay on the modern con-
cept of totalitarianism, Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy (1956), 
Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski presented the totalitarian regimes 
of the Communist east as “the perversion of democracy”: by combining 
the legitimacy of the demo cratic rule of the  people with the technology of 
all- powerful state propaganda, the leaders of the Soviet Union had used 
the raw material of demo cratic politics to forge an unpre ce dented form of 
modern dictatorship.88

Converted into po liti cal practice,  these arguments provided con ve nient 
justifications for  those in positions of authority to build defences against 
the  will of the  people. The enthusiasm evident among certain German 
intellectuals in the immediate aftermath of the demise of the Third Reich 
to create a new demo cratic regime of mass participation faded rapidly 
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over the subsequent years.89 Instead, the ambition became to create what 
Jan- Werner Müller— citing the writings of the German exile from Nazism 
Karl Loewenstein— has termed a “disciplined democracy.” This aimed to 
forestall the danger of majority dictatorship inherent in a regime of parlia-
mentary democracy by establishing a panoply of constitutional and  legal 
roadblocks.  These would serve to guarantee re spect for sectional rights 
and civil freedoms.90 For Loewenstein, the “lenient and generous liberal 
democracy” of the Weimar Republic had inadvertently allowed the Ger-
man  people to be won over by “totalitarian pied  pipers,” who went on 
to “raze democracy to the ground.” Given the enormous power of mod-
ern mass propaganda to manipulate po liti cal opinions, he argued that it 
was essential to restrict freedom of expression in order to protect free-
dom itself.91 The influence of the ideas of Loewenstein, who went on to 
work for the  Legal Division of the American Military Administration in 
occupied Germany, was vis i ble in the structures of the subsequent Federal 
Republic. The Basic Law of 1949 created the  legal framework within which 
the new German republic would operate, as well as establishing a consti-
tutional court to enforce it. Located above the demo cratic pro cess, this 
court used its considerable powers to forbid the expression of views— such 
as anti- Semitism— that it deemed to be in violation of the Basic Law. Nor 
did it act only against ideas.  After a lengthy  legal dispute, the court acted 
in 1956 to ban the German Communist Party, on the basis that its princi-
ples  were contrary to  those of democracy.92

The idea that law, as interpreted by judges, could be superior to the 
sovereignty of the  people well conveyed the cautious spirit of post- war 
democracy. Though the benefits of a  free society  were real, the danger 
was always pre sent that the pursuit of a good democracy could lead to 
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its converse, through what the Italian liberal politician Giovanni Mala-
godi denounced as demo craticismo, the mass politics of demo cratic  will.93 
Rather than a vehicle driven— who knew where—by the unconsidered 
gestures of universal suffrage, democracy needed to be constrained by 
 free institutions and the rule of law. Nor was such thinking  limited to the 
domain of the nation- state. The Universal Declaration of  Human Rights, 
issued by the United Nations in 1948, and, at a regional level, the Eu ro-
pean Convention on  Human Rights of 1950  were in their origin primarily 
rhetorical gestures.94 However, they formed part of a nascent interna-
tional culture that constrained the sovereignty of the modern state within 
higher princi ples. The crimes of rulers— above all the desire to avoid any 
repetition of the acts of genocide committed by the Nazi regime and its 
allies during the Second World War— provided the immediate impulse for 
 these initiatives. But they acquired a wider legitimacy  because of the more 
general ner vous ness within post- war intellectual and po liti cal culture as 
to where the  will of the  people could lead.95

Over time,  these ideas would create a discourse and practice of human- 
rights law that would expand the nature of democracy while also limiting 
the legislative freedom of national parliaments and governments. Most 
immediately, however, the elevation of law served more obviously conser-
vative purposes. Campaigning in the elections of the immediate post- war 
years, the leaders of the new Catholic Party in France, the MRP,  adopted 
the slogan of la Révolution dans la loi— the Revolution by the law— 
thereby neatly encapsulating their advocacy of an ambitious programme 
of po liti cal and social change while distancing themselves from the arbi-
trary expressions of popu lar power supposedly espoused by the Commu-
nists and their allies.96 Indeed, in its more conservative formulations, this 
preoccupation with law came close to endorsing an authoritarian reconfig-
uration of democracy. For example, the po liti cal ideologist of the Austrian 
 People’s Party, the ÖVP, Alfred Kasamas, declared that the votes of the 
 people  were only the beginning of the demo cratic pro cess. What mattered 
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more was the creation of what he termed a Rechtsordnung: a regime of 
 legal and judicial norms that, when combined with a separation of insti-
tutional powers, would provide a series of dykes within which the  will of 
the  people would be contained, and channelled.97

Democracy, for many post- war figures, was therefore inseparable from 
rules. While freedom without order was licence, order without freedom 
was tyranny, be it fascist dictatorship, Communist totalitarianism, or the 
amalgam provided in George Orwell’s 1984, published in 1949.98 The 
nature of a  free society— itself a concept born of the politics of Cold War 
Europe99— lay in the judicious combination of the two in order to fos-
ter an ethos of “responsible participation” in democracy, without allowing 
it to degenerate into the violent brawls of mass politics.100 This contrib-
uted to a remarkably  limited conception of the role of elections. Rather 
than a cele bration of the  will of the  people, they  were periodic exercises of 
control over the actions of rulers. In the disabused words of Karl Popper 
in his influential text The Open Society, they “are to be considered as no 
more than well- tried and . . .  reasonably effective institutional safe- guards 
against tyranny.”101

Such caution was reflected also in the changing definitions of freedom. 
In 1945, few had any doubts that, in the words of a Dutch tract of 1945, “vri-
jheid is positief ”: it signified freedom from want and the threat of arbitrary 
arrest, but also the freedom to create and participate in a new po liti cal 
community.102 Within a few years, however, this positive content of free-
dom had been replaced by a more  limited emphasis on the freedoms of the 
individual— what the former Communist and now strong anti- Communist 
John Middleton Murry summarized in 1948 as “freedom of conscience, of 
speech, of expression and association.”103  These freedoms provided the 
definition of a  free society as well as the yardstick by which other socie ties, 
such as  those of the Communist east and the post- colonial Third World, 
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could be judged. The western discovery of dissident Soviet intellectuals, 
through the controversies surrounding the award of the Nobel Prize to 
Boris Pasternak in 1958 and the publication of Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s 
One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich in En glish translation in 1963, 
as well as heavy- handed Soviet police actions during the 1960s against a 
range of writers, musicians, and cultural figures, reinforced this trend. The 
Communist socie ties of the east  were perceived to be captive socie ties, as a 
consequence not so much of the absence of po liti cal pluralism, but of their 
intolerance of  those who dared to write, paint, or compose  music in ways 
that offended against socialist, or more exactly Soviet, cultural norms.104 
Freedom, such arguments implied, was always essentially personal. This 
was reinforced by the foundation of Amnesty International in 1961, which 
by its defence of the “prisoner of conscience”— persecuted by an authori-
tarian dictatorship of what ever po liti cal colour— provided the mirror by 
which the west knew itself to be  free.105

Over the course of the post- war years, freedom came to be defined in 
terms that  were more individual than collective. The mass protests, such 
as demonstrations, public meetings, and strikes, that occurred in many 
areas of Western Eu rope during the tense years of the  later 1940s and 
early 1950s might have been seen as healthy indications of Eu rope’s return 
to democracy. For many contemporaries, however,  these crowd actions 
recalled too obviously the volatile mass politics of the interwar years, as 
well as the conscripted mass demonstrations of the  people’s democracies of 
the Communist east. The crowd, in its vari ous forms, was a subject of ner-
vous ness, as reflected in the emphasis placed in much social- psychological 
thought of the time on the irrationality of collective actions. Crowds  were 
diff er ent from  people; they obeyed logics of “unconsciously motivated 
impulses,” releasing forms of anger and aggression that other wise  were 
kept  under control.106 The freedom to protest in post- war Eu rope was 
therefore kept, often very literally,  under surveillance. Strikes, mass rallies, 
and above all marches through the streets  were constrained by a panoply 
of  legal and bureaucratic controls, enforced by the uniformed personnel of 
the state. This was especially so during the Communist protest campaigns 
of the early 1950s. The prominent role played by the Communists in the 
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strike waves of  those years, as well as their leadership of protests against 
the Korean War and for international peace, frequently attracted accusa-
tions that, in the words of Karl Renner, the veteran Socialist president of 
Austria during a wave of industrial strikes in 1950, they  were plotting an 
“onslaught of brutal vio lence and tyranny”—Ansturm von brutaler Gewalt 
und Tyrannei—on the authority of the demo cratic state.107

The consequence was a democracy that at times seemed uneasy with 
the visual presence, and sound, of the  people. Rather than the slogans, 
emotions, and broken heads of mass demonstrations, the grievances of the 
 people needed to be pre- empted through institutions of socio- economic 
negotiation that removed the need for protest, or that indeed removed the 
 people themselves by dispersing populations from the inadequate housing 
and street cultures of urban centres to the apartment blocks of the more 
ordered suburbs.108 This distanced perception of the  people, not as the 
collective sovereigns of a democracy but as the objects of solicitude on the 
part of a well- intentioned state, was integral to the practices of the prolif-
erating governmental agencies of the post- war years. It also found expres-
sion in the preoccupation with the pseudoscientific methods of opinion 
polls. The use of opinion polling by public bodies, private companies, and 
the major po liti cal parties expanded rapidly during the post- war years. By 
asking  people their preferences, rulers indicated their wish to understand 
the views of the population, while also remaining at a certain objective 
distance from them.109

This under lying ner vous ness regarding the role of the  people in a mod-
ern democracy was reflected in the post- war concern with the training of 
citizens in the practice of democracy. The functioning of a true democracy, 
Pius XII warned with rather magnificent condescension in 1944, “makes 
very  great demands on the moral maturity of individual citizens.”110 This 
was, moreover, an aspect of democracy where the  people had in the past 
been found wanting. They had been corrupted, or poisoned, by demagogic 
politics that had encouraged them to place their own interests above  those 
of the nation, and to blame their misfortunes on the malevolent actions 
of their rulers.111 Before post- war elections could be held, therefore, the 
Italian prime minister Alcide De Gasperi explained to US officials, it was 
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necessary to “prepare” the Italian  people for the exercise of democracy.112 
That was a task which might well take some time. The Italian anti- Fascist 
exile Gaetano Salvemini was convinced that a determined ten- year tute-
lage would be necessary to place Italian politics on the right track.113 
Training the  people in the subtle virtues of what Talmon termed “empiri-
cal and liberal democracy” required the detoxification and reconstruction 
of the structures of civil life in Eu rope, as well as the inculcation of new 
norms of demo cratic behaviour in the young.114 Reform of  legal systems 
and of the practices of the state, as well as an intelligent propaganda cam-
paign designed to teach  people how to think critically as active citizens, all 
formed part of this post- war proj ect of an “apprenticeship in democracy” 
(l’apprentissage de la démocratie) intended to lay the basis of a new demo-
cratic culture.115

Democracy was not therefore about taking  people as they  were, but 
about encouraging their development in new directions. In  those socie-
ties that had been occupied by German forces, the punishment of  those 
who had collaborated with the  enemy was accompanied by a programme 
of retraining in their social and po liti cal responsibilities prior to their 
reintegration into society.116 In central Eu rope, that challenge was much 
larger; it was not a  matter of re- educating deviant minorities but of 
changing the national mentalities that had given rise to Nazism, and 
inculcating the values of  free debate and democracy.117 What ever the 
initial optimism of some anti- Nazi Germans returning from exile and 
of Allied officials, this proved to be no easy task. Many of the somewhat 
heavy- handed attempts at educating post- war Germans and Austrians 
about the errors of their past merely served to reinforce a sense of resent-
ful victimhood among a population who held  others rather than them-
selves responsible for their sufferings.118 Indeed, as opinion polls indi-
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cated, a substantial minority of  people in Germany and Austria retained 
at least  until the 1950s a quietly positive memory of the Third Reich, and 
of its leader.119

This did not mean that they  were unrepentant fascists, or indeed nec-
essarily opposed to democracy; but it did indicate the way that changes in 
legislation and judicial pro cesses depended upon the more gradual reor-
dering of norms of civil behaviour and citizenship. This above all required 
the forging of new elites, who would combine a strong sense of their social 
role and their wider responsibilities to society. Universities had a key role 
in this pro cess;120 but so too did the institutions of the state. An old “Prus-
sian” civic mentality of unquestioning obedience to authority had to be 
replaced, in the civil ser vice and in the newly refounded armed forces of 
the Federal Republic (the Bundeswehr), by the notion of the official as the 
servant of the  people.121 In the army, as in structures of education,  there 
was a conscious attempt in the 1950s to disseminate liberal values, and 
encourage a demo cratic culture of debate and of mutual re spect. What one 
schoolteacher termed in 1954 the “Untertanengeist”— the servile spirit—
of the Wilhelmine and Nazi past had to be replaced by a spirit of par-
ticipation and debate, through school councils and student newspapers, 
which in turn would provide a training for pupils in the virtues of active 
citizenship.122

Inevitably,  these reforms  were not a complete success; but they did 
encourage a real shift in attitudes. This owed much to broader social 
changes: the optimism generated by economic growth from the end of 
the 1940s onwards and effective programmes of welfare and housing pro-
vision, as well as the increased social and geo graph i cal mobility of the 
post- war years, all encouraged Germans to embrace the norms of the new 
po liti cal and social order. But this change was also one of values, which 
was particularly marked among the elites. The reproduction of hierarchi-
cal and anti- democratic attitudes that had characterized many sectors 
of German upper- middle- class society since the late nineteenth  century 
came decisively to an end  after 1945. In their place,  there developed a new 
and more open value structure of citizenship— Bürgerlichkeit— reflected in 
the post- war intellectual engagement with liberalism and the emulation 
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of the supposedly more demo cratic forms of behaviour current in other 
socie ties, and most especially the United States.123

It was not, however, only the  people who had to practise the new habits of 
democracy. So too did their leaders. The origins of many of the prob lems of 
the interwar demo cratic regimes, it was believed, lay in the actions of irre-
sponsible po liti cal figures, who had sought to outbid each other, thereby 
fostering unrealistic expectations among the electors. In response, a self- 
conscious sobriety was evident in the politics of the post- war era. Lead-
ers eschewed the tools of emotional rhe toric and extravagant promises 
in favour of modest commitments to incremental reform and to working 
collaboratively with one another for the general good. This was a change of 
po liti cal rhe toric, but also of style and of appearance. The cult of the  great 
man was very much out of fashion.124 Instead, politicians cultivated a cer-
tain ordinariness that, through their  family life and  simple pleasures— 
sport, traditional food, their allotment— betokened their sympathy with 
the mentalities of the  people.125 In contrast,  those who broke with such 
restraint, such as the Communists, or  those movements of the populist 
right that intermittently appeared in the immediate post- war years,  were 
condemned as demagogues.126

In this new world, po liti cal leaders  were not supposed to get too close 
to the  people. Thus, for example, the Uomo Qualunque movement that 
developed in Italy in the  later 1940s was distrusted not solely  because 
of the post- Fascist echoes of its sloganeering, but for its adoption of the 
direct language of the “ordinary man” who disliked politics and wanted 
to be left to get on with his own life.127 Much the same was true, too, of 
the Poujadist movement that emerged around the figure of Pierre Pou-
jade and his UDCA in France in 1953. Poujade succeeded in seizing the 
mood of the moment with his uncomplicated demands for voters to reject 
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the existing deputies: “sortir les sortants!”128 The score of 11.6 per cent 
of the vote achieved by Poujade and his allies, who together constituted 
a list entitled Union et fraternité française (UFF) in the parliamentary 
elections of January 1956, was a remarkable but ephemeral achievement, 
which expressed the discontent of  those— notably in provincial and rural 
southern France— who felt neglected by a Pa ri sian po liti cal elite.129 Pou-
jade himself denied his movement had a po liti cal ideology, entitling a 
column he wrote in Le Monde “Notre apolitisme”; and in truth his move-
ment offered  little that went beyond the conventional rhe toric of French 
republican democracy. More subversive, however, was the deliberate way 
in which he emphasized the sovereignty of the  people. He addressed the 
electors by the more intimate formula of tu in place of the more formal 
vous, and denounced the “new feudalism”— nouvelle féodalité—of politi-
cians who had stolen the liberation from the  people.130

The most impor tant of such heretical voices was, however, undoubt-
edly Charles de Gaulle. When he first established France Libre in Lon-
don in 1940, de Gaulle was careful to avoid being too specific regarding 
his po liti cal views. But, once he had established his provisional regime 
in Algiers in 1943, he began to elaborate on his vision of the new form 
of democracy, “renewed in its institutions and especially in its practices,” 
that should replace the Vichy regime.131 The themes he developed in his 
speeches at that time  were in essence the same amalgam of ideas of exec-
utive authority and of direct democracy that he would advocate during 
the subsequent twenty- five years. National sovereignty, he argued, must 
be ensured through the establishment of an executive authority that had 
the means and the freedom to “carry out its duties in a manner worthy 
of France,” while responding directly to the aspirations of the  people.132 
 After the liberation, de Gaulle initially sought to build support within 
the po liti cal elite for his ideas. But, when it became clear to him that the 
constitution being devised by the Constituent Assembly would privilege 
parliamentary rule over presidential authority, he abruptly resigned from 
the office of president in January 1946. Thereafter, de Gaulle’s rhetorical 
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sallies against the po liti cal parties, and through them against the entire 
edifice of representative democracy, acquired a harder edge. In a speech at 
Bayeux in June 1946 that became the manifesto for his alternative vision 
of France’s constitutional structure, he presented a mea sured but wide- 
ranging critique of the proposed constitution of the Fourth Republic, 
which, by locating government in the institution and personnel of the new 
National Assembly, confused the necessary separation of executive and 
legislative power. While de Gaulle soon  after withdrew from active politics, 
the party he created to act as a vehicle for his ideas, the Rassemblement du 
peuple français (RPF), became increasingly out spoken in its denunciation 
of the regime and its major po liti cal parties. In tones that recalled the rhe-
toric of right- wing critics of the Third Republic in the 1930s, de Gaulle and 
his supporters denounced a po liti cal elite whose rivalries  were depriving 
France of the effective leadership it required.133

In stark contrast to the complexities of parliamentary government, 
de Gaulle’s vision rested on a direct bond between ruler and ruled. In a 
speech given in Algiers on Bastille Day in 1943, he referred to this link as 
“la pure démocratie.”134 Only a strong president, able to act in de pen dently 
of party- political pressures, could, he repeatedly argued, serve as the 
embodiment of the  will of “la Nation dans ses profondeurs” (the nation in 
its depths).135 As this resonant language indicated, de Gaulle’s conception 
of democracy resisted institutional definition. His almost mythic sense of 
his own destiny as the providential figure who through his vision and his 
physical presence embodied the collective  will of the  people represented 
the antithesis of the careful constitutional frameworks that dominated 
post- war Western Eu rope. In that sense, de Gaulle was very much a figure 
out of his time— the heir to the traditions of personalized power rooted in 
the nineteenth  century, but which he also succeeded in transcending. Part 
monarch, part military saviour, and part  father of the nation, de Gaulle’s 
personal image, and his artful manipulation of it, played on a series of 
po liti cal discourses without allowing himself to be constrained by any.136
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 Whether, as Jean Touchard has suggested, this should lead us to ques-
tion the general’s commitment to democracy is less certain.137 De Gaulle’s 
vision of a presidential republic placed him at odds with much of the 
French po liti cal class following the liberation, but it may well have enjoyed 
greater support with the French  people than the creation of the Fourth 
Republic might suggest.138 However, de Gaulle’s self- image and his deter-
mination to avoid being confined by po liti cal labels can easily lead to an 
exaggeration of his po liti cal radicalism. For his long- time opponents, such 
as François Mitterrand, de Gaulle was essentially a Bonapartist adventurer 
who used his position as president  after 1958 to sideline representative 
government and transform it into what Mitterrand denounced as effec-
tively a monarchy: a “démocratie tombée en monarchie.”139 Such formula-
tions exaggerate the degree to which the Fifth Republic in fact marked a 
break from its pre de ces sor.140 But the accusations of dictatorial ambitions 
that always surrounded de Gaulle—as well as the extravagant hopes placed 
in him by some of his more radical supporters— indicate how democracy 
had assumed a defined shape during the post- war years. Democracy had 
edges, beyond which po liti cal leaders  were not supposed to step.

Monarchs  were also subject to this rule. This was well demonstrated by 
the failure of Leopold III to recover his constitutional role as the king of 
the Belgians. The  bitter po liti cal dispute between Leopold and his oppo-
nents dominated Belgian politics between 1944 and 1950, starkly juxtapos-
ing two divergent definitions of po liti cal legitimacy. Leopold had chosen to 
remain in German- occupied Belgium during the war, while the principal 
members of the government had fled initially to France and subsequently 
to London, where they established a government- in- exile.141 This opened 
up a durable fissure in national life between the supporters and the oppo-
nents of the king. On one side was the post- war government, and most 
notably the power ful Socialist Party, who accused Leopold of having tried 
to create a New Order government during the German occupation. They 
used their majority in parliament to bar Leopold from returning to Belgium 
as monarch, when he was released from Nazi detention in Germany in 
May 1945,  until he gave assurances of his loyalty to the constitution. On 
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the other side stood Leopold, who, since succeeding his  father as king in 
1934, had made no secret of his dislike for the party- political system. Leo-
pold refused to accept the conditions imposed by the government on his 
return, seeking instead to appeal directly to the  people. Mobilizing the 
resources of popu lar monarchist sentiment, Leopold presented himself as 
the  father of his  people, who had chosen to share their sufferings through 
the harsh years of the German occupation and who was now the victim 
of unjust accusations by the politicians. This conflict— part personal and 
part ideological— reached its increasingly  bitter dénouement when a gov-
ernment led by the pro- Leopold Catholic Party, the CVP- PSC, or ga nized a 
consultative referendum in March 1950 on the  future of the king. Leopold 
won by 57.7 to 42.3 per cent and,  after the CVP- PSC also won a narrow 
overall majority in the general elections of June 1950, he duly returned to 
the royal palace in Brussels. However, in the face of street demonstrations 
and strikes provoked by his return, notably in the francophone industrial 
areas of southern Belgium, the commitment of the Catholic po liti cal lead-
ers to Leopold’s restoration began to evaporate.  After a series of tense 
meetings with del e ga tions of ministers and parliamentarians, Leopold 
was effectively obliged in July to agree to abdicate in favour of his eldest 
son, Baudhuin.142

The resolution of a conflict that at times had seemed to threaten Bel-
gium’s post- war recovery as a nation- state came to be widely seen— though 
certainly not by Leopold and his monarchist supporters—as a demonstra-
tion of the resilience of the country’s constitutional structures. It also, 
however, marked the triumph of a parliamentary definition of democ-
racy: the po liti cal elite, rather than the  people or the monarchical laws of 
heredity, would decide who would be king. The highly personalized and 
at times sentimental campaign that built up around Leopold operated in 
a very diff er ent register from the constitutional legalism of his opponents. 
Leopold insisted that he too was acting to defend the princi ples of the con-
stitution, but he presented himself as a monarch who “understood”  those 
he referred to almost unconsciously as “his”  people.143 This paternalis-
tic discourse— which de Gaulle unconsciously echoed in his famous but 
highly evasive statement of “Je vous ai compris” (I have understood you) 
to the crowds in Algiers in 1958— retained a considerable appeal among 
some sections of the population. But it was at odds with the dominant 
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quasi- republicanism of post- war Eu rope. Monarchs, in Belgium as else-
where in Western Eu rope, had ceased to be the embodiment of an alter-
native po liti cal legitimacy, and became mute symbols of the values of the 
nation, or participants in the highly visual culture of popu lar celebrity.144

The decision by the Belgian po liti cal elite to overrule the results of the 
referendum on Leopold’s  future was indicative too of the wider caution 
with which all such exercises in direct democracy  were regarded  after 
the war. In Switzerland, referenda  were of course a long- established ele-
ment of the po liti cal pro cess; but elsewhere they  were regarded as a tool of 
manipulation, and, in the words of one German politician, “a blessing to 
 every demagogue.”145 De Gaulle was an enthusiastic advocate of their use, 
holding five referenda to validate the establishment of the Fifth Republic 
in September 1958, the granting of self-determination and subsequently 
independence to Algeria in 1961 and 1962, and, more controversially, the 
remoulding of the constitution through the direct election of the president 
in October 1962, before fi nally being defeated in a referendum on regional 
constitutional reforms in April 1969, which brought about the end of his 
po liti cal  career.146 But, the French Fifth Republic aside,  there was  little 
provision for referenda in the architecture of post- war democracy. The 
Belgian constitution did not allow for referenda and the experiment of 
1950 was never repeated. In the Federal Republic of Germany the role that 
referenda and the direct election of the president had supposedly played in 
inciting the volatile nationalist politics of the Weimar Republic created a 
strong taboo against such exercises in direct democracy.147 Even when the 
 people  were consulted,  there was a reluctance to accept their view as sov-
ereign. Provision for referenda was introduced by the reform of the Danish 
constitution in 1953, but politicians hesitated to use it, fearing the polar-
ization of popu lar opinion that would be generated by single- issue cam-
paigns.148 In Sweden, the Social Demo cratic government did or ga nize two 
referenda, albeit only advisory ones, in the 1950s. In the first, held in 1955, 
an overwhelming 83 per cent of  those who voted rejected a proposal that 
driving should move from the left to the right side of the road, to bring it 
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into line with the practice in the large majority of Eu ro pean states; in 1957 
a referendum on three complex proposals for a supplementary pension 
scheme resulted in no clear majority opinion. In both cases, however, the 
parliament and government felt that they knew better than the  people. 
A few years  later, parliament overruled the outcome of the first referen-
dum, and implemented driving on the right. As the prime minister, Tage 
Erlander, commented: “It is obvious that referenda are a strongly conser-
vative force. It becomes much harder to pursue an effective reform policy 
if reactionaries are offered the opportunity to appeal to  people’s natu ral 
conservatism and natu ral re sis tance to change.”149

The democracy of post- war Western Eu rope was therefore intended to 
be one not of direct popu lar sovereignty, but of repre sen ta tion and of 
intermediaries.  These twin princi ples presented rather diff er ent aspects 
of democracy. On the one hand, the familiar rituals of elections and of 
parliaments constituted the public face of democracy; on the other, the 
multilayered institutions of corporatist negotiation, involving the state 
and a range of social organ izations, served as the mechanisms whereby 
socio- economic decisions  were arrived at in an inclusive manner. Both 
 were regarded as essential. In par tic u lar, parliaments served as the cen-
trepieces of the new regimes. This was perhaps most obviously so in Aus-
tria, where the reinstallation of parliament in its imposing late Habsburg 
building in Vienna expressed the recovery of Austrian sovereignty  after 
the country’s integration into the Third Reich as well as its freedom in 
the face of its Communist- ruled neighbours to the east.150 Parliaments 
 were in this way both national and universal; by conducting the affairs 
of the nation through the rituals of parliamentary motions and proce-
dures, the post- war states demonstrated their differentness from the per-
sonal power of monarchy or dictatorship, as well as their commitment to 
democracy.151
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If, however, as every body seemed to agree, parliaments  were the essen-
tial institutions of democracy, they also had to be made to operate effec-
tively. Thus, while insisting that parliament was essential to democracy— 
“on ne conçoit pas de démocratie en France sans parlement”— Michel 
Debré deplored the failings of the Fourth Republic. He called for a 
reformed electoral and constitutional system that would avoid the dangers 
of what he termed the “tyranny of factions,” and would create an effective 
executive authority.152 In the immediate post- war years, this caused some 
to look to Britain, where the Westminster model of a disciplined bipolar 
system appeared to offer an alternative to the short- lived co ali tions of the 
parliamentary regimes of the recent past. But, as  those Eu ro pean po liti cal 
figures who made the journey to London soon recognized, much of the 
real ity of power lay not in the House of Commons but within the po liti cal 
parties.153

Thus, parties, more than parliaments, rapidly came to be seen as the 
essential building blocks of democracy. As the new Italian constitution 
of January 1948 declared emphatically: “All citizens have the right to  free 
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association in po liti cal parties so as to participate in the demo cratic pro-
cess, to help determine the politics of the nation.”154  These had, however, 
to be parties of the right kind. Responding to de Gaulle’s attacks on the 
constitution of the new Fourth Republic, the Socialist minister of the inte-
rior, Edouard Depreux, insisted in 1946 that, in contrast to the interwar 
years when the intrigues of small parliamentary cliques had been responsi-
ble for many of the weaknesses of the Third Republic, the new demo cratic 
regime would be based on internally disciplined po liti cal parties.155 This 
aspiration for what Chabod described as well- organized major parties was 
a theme  adopted by a wide range of post- war figures.156 For example, the 
new president of the Fourth Republic Vincent Auriol, in a speech on com-
ing into office in January 1947, expressed the hope that the parties would 
come together to create “au début de chaque legislature et pour sa durée 
une majorité disciplinée autour d’un programme concret et dans une ori-
entation politique précise.”157 This proved to be a vain hope; but the need 
for modern voter- oriented parties became a commonplace mouthed by all 
new po liti cal parties, such as the Gaullist Union pour la Nouvelle Répub-
lique (UNR) of the 1960s, who presented themselves as responding to the 
demands of their constituents, in contrast to the self- interested actions of 
their opponents.158 But, for all their flaws, po liti cal parties  were accepted 
as an unavoidable component of modern democracy. This was the theme 
of an influential study first published in 1951 by the French po liti cal sci-
entist Maurice Duverger— who had himself repented of his youthful dal-
liance with Doriot’s quasi- fascist Parti populaire français— which became 
through its multiple editions in effect a textbook of the party politics of 
post- war Eu rope.159

The central role of po liti cal parties also defined the electoral pro cess. 
Majority rule was not regarded as an essential, or even a desirable, feature 
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of a mature democracy; what mattered more was the construction of a 
parliamentary culture in which all of the principal po liti cal and social 
forces of the nation had a voice. Repre sen ta tion therefore took priority 
over transient swings of electoral fortunes, as reflected in the systems of 
proportional repre sen ta tion  adopted in most Eu ro pean states. For some 
critics, such as Debré, proportional repre sen ta tion merely encouraged a 
lowest- common- denominator approach to politics, in which parliamen-
tary dealmaking took pre ce dence over effective governance.160 But, for 
many  others, the opacity of the more  complex systems of proportional 
representation— whereby, for example, in Italy surplus votes  were redis-
tributed from constituencies to a national electoral college— was a sub-
stantial benefit. By removing the unpredictability (and excitement) of 
individual electoral contests, proportional repre sen ta tion ensured that 
votes  were cast for parties rather than individual candidates, and that the 
parties  were obliged to collaborate and negotiate to achieve a collective 
goal.161

 These arguments in favour of electoral complexity reflected, once 
again, the demagogic experiences of the recent past. By denying extrem-
ist parties the momentum of a rapid electoral advance based on incoher-
ent protest votes, proportional repre sen ta tion reinforced the outer bar-
rier walls of a po liti cal culture of centrist compromise. However, this 
also required democracy to be embedded within society. Parliamentary 
regimes of the past had been, it was widely believed, simply too po liti cal, 
and consequently too divorced from the associational structures of society. 
Therefore, if the new regimes  were to prove more durable, it was neces-
sary to extend democracy into other areas of society, and to associate the 
principal social institutions with the demo cratic pro cess.  These twin goals 
of socio- economic democ ratization and of the involvement of social organ-
izations such as trade  unions and professional interest groups in the busi-
ness of government became a major aspect of democracy in the post- war 
era. Rather than isolated legislatures seeking to assert their supremacy 
over society, parliaments would form part of a wider culture of repre sen-
ta tion and negotiation— what the Danish writer Hal Koch presented in his 
1945 booklet “What Is Democracy?” as a democracy of dialogue.162

The ambition to create a “more” demo cratic society was a prominent 
feature of the liberation period. For example, “the widest democracy” 
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advocated in the Re sis tance Charter in France did not concern po liti cal 
change but the wish to create “a true economic and social democracy” 
that would encompass all areas of daily life.163 Democracy, in such rhe-
toric, should no longer describe a po liti cal regime but a much wider ethos, 
which permeated economic, social, and  human relations.164 This goal had 
a par tic u lar resonance in  those states where the post- war prosecution of 
economic collaboration became associated with the broader goal of the 
re distribution of economic power. Thus, in justifying the Czechoslovak 
National Front government’s expropriation of  those businesses, often 
owned by German- speaking Czechs, that had collaborated with the Nazi 
war effort, the Socialist prime minister, Zdeněk Fierlinger, announced that 
he wished to issue “a sort of ‘magna carta’ ” of the new popu lar democracy 
being created in Czecho slo va kia. In this new regime, democracy would not 
be  limited to public administration and the parliamentary sphere. Instead, 
he declared (in a French- language publication), “la démocratie pénétrera 
dans toutes les branches de la production et de la distribution et où il 
sera par conséquent pos si ble de parler de nouvelles formes du socialisme 
démocratique.”165

The ambition of an economic democracy was, however, about more 
than simply the transfer of economic power. It reflected the widely held 
belief that the war, coming so soon  after the global economic crisis of the 
1930s, had marked the demise of individualist and competitive capital-
ism. Instead, new forms of owner ship and control had to be created, both 
from below through the participation of the workers in the management 
of the enterprise and from above though creating institutions, within par-
tic u lar industrial sectors, as well as across the economy as a  whole, that 
would bring together employers, representatives of the trade  unions, and 
state officials to set the priorities for the economy. The inspirations  behind 
 these corporatist institutions that emerged in almost all Eu ro pean states 
 after 1945  were varied. In part, they  were a repackaging of similar bod-
ies that had been established during the 1930s in Fascist Italy, Salazar’s 
Portugal, and,  after 1940, in Vichy France. Corporatism, however, also 
formed part of the post- war ambition to replace the anarchic conflicts 
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of the nineteenth- century cap i tal ist economy with rational structures of 
economic planning and social negotiation. By bringing together the  triple 
forces of the state, of workers’ organ izations, and of employers, it would 
be pos si ble to implement a comprehensive modernization of Eu rope’s eco-
nomic life.166

The extent to which  these new institutions marked a break with cap-
italism itself was, however, less clear. For the more radical trade- union 
leaders who had come to the fore in many areas of Eu rope since the strikes 
of the 1930s, corporatism formed part of a pro cess that would lead, sooner 
rather than  later, to worker self- management of the means of produc-
tion.167 For  others, however, and most obviously for the social co ali tion 
of state bureaucrats, reform- minded industrialists, and economic tech-
nocrats, who emerged as the driving force of Western Eu rope’s post- war 
economic modernization and recovery, corporatist bodies  were primarily 
a means of mobilizing economic resources and of hastening the pace of 
technical innovation. Thus, for  these figures, the corporatist structures of 
negotiation at the industrial, national, and subsequently Eu ro pean levels 
 were intended to stabilize capitalism by pre- empting cycles of boom and 
slump. The state planning agencies would set the goals for the economy, 
while the diff er ent institutions of corporatist negotiation would determine 
the most effective means of delivering  those targets. In this way, corporat-
ism would also provide a means of mediating conflicts between  labour 
and capital, as well as between industrial sectors and nation- states, which, 
from a post-1945 perspective, had been the principal source of economic, 
and consequently social, instability since the late nineteenth  century.168

Common to all of  these variously titled economic councils, chambers, 
and workplace committees was also the belief that they  were demo cratic. 
The replacement of Darwinian strug gles between conflicting interests by 
institutions of social negotiation would create an economic parliament to 
sit alongside the po liti cal democracy of parliament. Moreover, by associat-
ing power ful social organ izations such as trade  unions, consumer groups, 
and farmers’ leagues with the pro cesses of state decision- making, cor-
poratism was intended to prevent a return to the oppositional and even 
insurrectionary social politics that had developed in many regions dur-
ing the interwar years.  Those who had formerly been on the outside now 
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found themselves within the institutions of decision- making, able to voice 
their concerns, and influence the making of socio- economic policies.169 
This “semi- sovereign state,” to use the formula coined by Peter Katzen-
stein with regard to West Germany, might have lost some of its executive 
autonomy, but it had gained a plethora of willing collaborators.170

Demo cratic corporatism contributed more to social stability than to 
the empowerment of workers. The hopes of trade- unionists— and indeed 
of some state officials— that corporatism would change the relations of 
power within the workplace, by abolishing the sovereignty of employers 
and obliging them to re spect the opinions and interests of their work-
ers, faded over the post- war years.171 The rapid rate of economic growth 
achieved in many Eu ro pean states during the 1950s did not remove worker 
discontent—as was evident in the strikes and other forms of industrial 
conflict during the post- war years172— but it gave a new self- confidence 
to employers and man ag ers. Corporatism therefore proved to be more 
about repre sen ta tion than power. Rather than constraining the autonomy 
of companies, it created a new culture of decision- making. Employers 
and trade- union officials, as well as in some cases the representatives of 
producers and of consumers, became accustomed to meeting regularly to 
reach agreements over the allocation of raw materials, the setting of salary 
levels, and in some cases of prices, and a wide range of issues relating to 
the material conditions of workers within and outside the workplace. The 
consequence was a continuous but incremental reformism. Employees 
benefited from increased wage levels and social benefits, whilst the larger 
issues of industrial and economic decision- making remained in the hands 
of employers and state officials.173

Perhaps more significant than their relatively modest results was, how-
ever, the way in which  these corporatist institutions contributed to the 
non- confrontational ethos of a “democracy of negotiation.”174 By bringing 
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the representatives of diff er ent economic interests within a framework of 
structured discussion, the corporatist bodies of the post- war era reduced, 
if they could not entirely remove, the prevalence of strikes, lock- outs, and 
direct action by producers, which had been such a disruptive feature of eco-
nomic life during the early de cades of the twentieth  century.175 This was 
a role that  these representatives  were on the  whole  eager to assume. The 
emergence in many areas of Western Eu rope over the previous de cades of 
an increasingly well- organized range of professional associations had cre-
ated a new cadre of social bureaucrats who  were well qualified to take on 
managerial responsibility for issues of economic and social policy- making. 
Among the trade- union officials who came to the fore  after 1945, and also 
a younger and more professionally trained generation of reform- minded 
employers, the dominant mentality was no longer the defence of sectional 
interests at all costs. They shared in a new mentality of co- management, 
which, though it did not exclude the need for tough negotiation, reflected 
the widespread belief that the  simple victory of one interest over all  others 
was no longer desirable or pos si ble in economic and industrial relations. 
Instead, in this new culture of what the Norwegian po liti cal scientist Stein 
Rokkan termed “corporate pluralism,” decisions  were arrived at through a 
quasi- continuous pro cess of negotiation and compromise.176

The tensions between this economic corporatism and po liti cal democ-
racy became more vis i ble with the passage of time. On the one hand, the 
presence of economic interest groups within the pro cess of government 
appeared to offer a more effective form of repre sen ta tion than the individ-
ual suffrage of the past. Indeed, many modernizing reformers advocated 
replacing outmoded parliamentary structures— such as the upper  houses 
of parliament— with corporatist chambers that would represent the prin-
cipal interest groups of the economy.177 On the other hand,  these corporat-
ist institutions replaced the direct transmission  belt of demo cratic power 
from electors to their parliamentary representatives with a more diffused 
structure of decision- making in which trade- union leaders, employers’ 
representatives, and other social bureaucrats assumed responsibility for 
an increasing range of issues, including setting wages and prices, working 
conditions, and social- security provision.
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Thus, rather than broadening democracy, corporatism generated over 
the course of the long era of post- war economic growth what by the 1970s 
was increasingly criticized as a pro cess of “de- democratization.” The par-
ticipation of representatives of economic interest groups in the repeated 
compromises of corporatist decision- making effectively excluded the 
expression of the grievances of  those whom they claimed to represent.178 
This was especially so in the trade  unions. The post- war expansion of cor-
poratist institutions at the national and, subsequently, international lev-
els through organ izations such as the International  Labour Organ ization 
(ILO) and the Economic and Social Council (ESC) of the EEC reinforced 
the power of a new class of professional trade- union officials who by dint 
of  these responsibilities no longer had meaningful contact with their 
members.179 The resentments that this generated would become appar-
ent in the resurgence in more local forms of workplace militancy in the 
1960s and 1970s, as well as in the emergence of new populist movements 
that claimed to speak in the name of “ordinary”  people.180 In the immedi-
ate post- war de cades, however, corporatism was regarded as an impor tant 
ele ment of the way by which the values of democracy would be diffused 
through society. By associating the associational culture of modern life 
with the decision- making pro cesses of government, the ambition was to 
embed democracy within Eu ro pean society, and at the same time to bring 
society into democracy.181

The proj ect of democracy was never, however, exclusively national and 
social; it was also intended to be international.  There was a widely felt need 
to create an international demo cratic order in the immediate post- war 
years. By creating a true community of nation- states, operating accord-
ing to agreed rules of behaviour, it would be pos si ble to reconcile former 
foes, and prevent a return to the aggressive nationalism of the interwar 
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years that had proved to be so destructive of democracy.182 The United 
Nations (UN), and its affiliated organ izations— notably, in the  later 1940s, 
UNESCO183— were unsurprisingly the focus of much of this demo cratic 
internationalism. The UN, it was intended, should act as the policeman 
of the new demo cratic order by enforcing rules of peaceable diplomacy. 
At the same time, its General Assembly was intended to serve as a global 
parliament. The idea of an international parliament, based on the princi-
ple of one state, one vote, had a long prehistory in international relations. 
However, the way in which the Assembly operated reflected strongly the 
western culture of democracy as it emerged  after 1945.184 By submitting its 
decisions to public votes, guided by a bureaucracy of expert advisors, the 
UN resembled in its princi ples and inspiration the democracy constructed 
at a national level in Western Eu rope. This also helps to explain the prob-
lems it encountered. Its operation as an international democracy of sover-
eign states was undermined by the Cold War rivalries of the United States 
and the USSR. But the western character of the UN was also contested 
from its inception by voices from Africa and Asia concerned to advance a 
diff er ent agenda of demo cratic issues, such as global social development, 
and the collective rights of colonized  peoples to self- determination.185

In response, Eu ro pean ambitions for a new demo cratic order retreated 
from the global to the Eu ro pean level. The establishment of the succes-
sive institutions of transnational Eu ro pean cooperation— the Council of 
Eu rope, the Eu ro pean Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), and fi nally 
the EEC by the Treaty of Rome of 1957— provided a less threatening and 
more manageable context within which a transnational framework for 
democracy could be nurtured. This interconnection of the languages of 
Eu rope and of democracy was one of the more surprising features of the 
post- war era. In so far as ideas of Eu ro pean integration had developed 
during the interwar years, they had tended to be espoused by  those, nota-
bly on the right, who opposed parliamentary democracy.186 Moreover, 
during the war years, the rhe toric of Eu ro pe anism was deployed much 
more  wholeheartedly in the propaganda of the Third Reich and its 
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collaborationist allies than was the case within the overwhelmingly patri-
otic and nationalist languages of Re sis tance groups.187 This, however, 
changed rather abruptly  after 1945. The adoption of the proj ect of a united 
Eu rope by a broad range of Eu ro pean po liti cal figures of the centre- right 
and centre- left had vari ous pragmatic logics. But it also reflected the con-
vergence that occurred between the nascent identity of Western Eu rope 
and the culture of democracy. For anti- Communist Socialists, and above 
all Christian Demo cratic politicians, Eu rope provided an identity within 
which they could frame their higher loyalty to the values of demo cratic 
freedom. This was especially so for the Christian Democrats who by the end 
of the 1950s had become the dominant force within the politics of many 
Western Eu ro pean states. For them, Eu rope was a flexible transnational 
loyalty that expressed their long- standing antipathy to secular nationalism, 
as well as providing a model of the collaborative decision- making that they 
believed should underpin the demo cratic pro cess.188

Even so,  there remained no ambition to create a Eu rope that in itself 
was demo cratic. The EEC did not have a demo cratic mandate, beyond 
the fact that it was composed of demo cratically elected national govern-
ments. The Treaty of Rome avoided any direct reference to democracy, 
merely describing the signatories as a community of nation- states com-
mitted to what the treaty defined somewhat perfunctorily as “peace and 
liberty.”189 Democracy was therefore  little more than a rather vague quali-
fying test for membership, to be invoked as a con ve nient justification for 
deferring the application for membership by Franco’s Spain in 1962, and 
as a resonant- sounding motive for the decision to admit Greece as a mem-
ber in 1979.190 Moreover, the Eu ro pean institutions  were very deliberately 
designed to operate above democracy rather than within it. The par-
liamentary institutions created by the Treaty of Rome— the Eu ro pean 
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Parliament and the ESC— were not directly elected but composed of del-
egates sent from national institutions. Their powers  were strictly  limited; 
and the key locus of power lay in the bureaucracy of the Eu ro pean Com-
mission, which was responsible not to the Eu ro pean  people but to the 
national governments.191

This demo cratic deficit in the institutions of Eu ro pean integration 
was, however, more evident in retrospect than it was at the time.192 More 
immediately, the intermingling of Eu ro pean and demo cratic identities 
that gathered pace from the 1950s onwards was one of the ways by which 
post- war Western Eu ro pe ans came to regard democracy as part of their 
collective identity. With the defeat of Nazism, Eu ro pe ans had, almost to 
their surprise, found their way back to a mainstream rhe toric of emancipa-
tory modernization. This was expressed in eloquent terms by the Czecho-
slovak president Edvard Beneš in his message delivered at the reopening 
of the country’s parliament in October 1945, in which he celebrated his 
country’s return,  after the sufferings of Nazi occupation, to “the path of 
world evolution, of world pro gress, of truth, of right, of genuine human-
ity, of world morality and world democracy.”193 Eu rope had rejoined the 
narrative of 1789, albeit now couched in sufficiently ecumenical terms to 
incorporate  those po liti cal traditions, such as Catholicism, that had for-
merly defined themselves against Eu rope’s revolutionary past. The Eu ro-
pe anism of the post- war era— soon confined as a consequence of the Cold 
War to the western half of the continent—provided a space where rhe torics 
of democracy, liberty, and peace overlapped and reinforced one another.

The “Eu ro pe anizing” of democracy that occurred in the two de cades 
following 1945 served also to compensate Eu ro pe ans for their somewhat 
reduced status.194 Eu rope no longer ruled the world, as demonstrated 
by the translation of global governance from the Geneva of the League 
of Nations to the New York of the United Nations. However, Eu rope 
retained less- tangible forms of power. Its post- war claim to owner ship of 
democracy— what Herman Van Rompuy would much  later term Eu rope’s 
collective status as “the Fatherland of Democracy”195— formed part of 
a wider cultural reassertion of Western Eu ro pean identity. This found 
expression through the post- war cele bration of the heritage of Eu rope’s 
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historical past, the civic culture of its buildings and cities, and its intel-
lectual heroes such as Kant, Goethe, and Beethoven. Stripped of their 
völkisch repre sen ta tion by the Third Reich,  these German- speaking intel-
lectuals re- emerged as cosmopolitan and Eu ro pean figures, symbols of 
the quest for freedom that had characterized Eu ro pean history.196 This 
reworking of Eu rope’s heritage to serve purposes both Eu ro pean and 
demo cratic was more unconscious than deliberate. However, it provided 
a durable emotional basis for what Raymond Aron described in the per-
oration to his speech to the Berlin conference of the Congress for Cultural 
Freedom in 1960 as a “patriotisme de continent”— a continental patrio-
tism.197 Democracy formed part of what Eu rope was, and in some rather 
undefined sense what it had always been.

This helps to explain the reserve with which Eu ro pe ans of all po liti-
cal traditions continued to regard American democracy  after 1945. The 
United States might have been an evil imperial power for some, or the 
partner in an Atlantic alliance for  others, but the almost universal post- 
war assumption appeared to be that its politics— and more especially its 
politicians— had  little to teach Eu ro pe ans. The USA was not a frequent 
point of reference in Eu ro pean discourses of democracy  after 1945, reflect-
ing the widespread sense, shared across national and ideological frontiers, 
that the United States remained a profoundly diff er ent and somewhat 
exotic society. The USA was what Western Eu rope liked to think it was 
not: a harsh hegemony of economic forces, a glittering but superficial 
social modernity, and an immature po liti cal system. American democ-
racy was similarly opposed to that of Eu rope. When Eu ro pe ans did refer 
to American democracy, it was generally through disparaging comments 
about the McCarthy hearings and racial inequalities. This was, of course, 
especially so on the part of Communists, as in Togliatti’s comment in 1947 
that “the Italian  people would take no lessons on how to behave demo-
cratically from a country where the trade  unions faced repression and 
where a man could be hanged for the colour of his skin.”198 But similar 
views  were voiced by many  others, including Catholics and conservative 
figures, for whom the American practice of democracy represented the 
worst excesses of an individualist mass politics.199
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 These views  were not universal: Jacques Maritain, who spent the 1950s 
at Prince ton, repeatedly praised American democracy as “a living real-
ity,” characterized by associational pluralism and local participation.200 
He, however, was an isolated voice, whose praise of American democracy 
served primarily as a means of deploring the preoccupation with popu lar 
sovereignty that he identified in Eu ro pean democracies.201 Much more 
commonplace  were what Irwin Wall termed the “prejudicial ste reo types” 
of municipal corruption, racial divisions, and an unstable demagogic po liti-
cal culture, which Western Eu ro pe ans associated with American democ-
racy.202 In part, this was simply a product of ignorance. Even among 
Eu ro pean intellectuals  there was  little knowledge of the institutional 
structures and practices of American democracy, and still less of its his-
torical development. But it was also the consequence of Eu ro pean claims 
to owner ship of democracy. No  matter that the modern Eu ro pean model 
of democracy might have initially been forged by the American revolu-
tionaries in the 1770s; for most Western Eu ro pean po liti cal figures, the 
copyright of democracy resided in Eu rope. Western Eu ro pe ans might be 
dependent on the United States for military protection and economic aid, 
but they could act, in the prevalent British cliché of the time, as the Ath-
ens to the new Rome, directing the power of the USA and more generally 
of the  free world in ways that compensated for the decline of Eu ro pean 
global ascendancy.203

This attempt to claim democracy for Eu rope did, however, inevitably 
raise the question of which Eu rope. The smaller and more exclusive West-
ern Eu rope forged by the events of the Second World War, the Cold War, 
and subsequent decolonization was separated by military and po liti cal 
bound aries from the newly de- Europeanized lands of the southern and 
eastern Mediterranean as well as from what Jacques Rupnik termed the 
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“other Eu rope” of Soviet- controlled central and eastern Eu rope.204  These 
diminished horizons encouraged an essentializing of Western Eu rope 
as the “true” Eu rope. Unsurprisingly, definitions of this identity varied 
according to the national or po liti cal viewpoint of the commentator. For 
some, such as Georges Bernanos, this was a French- oriented definition 
of Eu rope, focused on the heritage of the Revolution of 1789.205 But for 
 others, and more especially many Catholic West German intellectuals and 
politicians, it lay in the idea of Eu rope as a cultural Abendland, or eve ning 
land. This concept was much deployed by Konrad Adenauer in his time as 
German chancellor, providing a usefully flexible (and denazified) vision of 
what he termed a “christlich- abenländischen Weltanschauung”: a Chris-
tian evening- land conception of the world. This was focused around the 
banks of the Rhine, where a millennial Christian heritage, traditions of 
local self- government, and strong bonds of associationism had supposedly 
fostered a stable and  human po liti cal culture.206 Democracy too formed 
part of this imaginary landscape. This was, however, a depoliticized 
democracy of communities and shared values, rather than of elections and 
party structures— what the Cologne historian Peter Rassow described as 
“ein altes abendländisches Kulturgut”, or an old Christian evening- land 
cultural value.207

A sense of place was central to  these invocations of Western Eu rope’s 
demo cratic heritage. What Salvador de Madariaga termed “the mural 
fresco of Eu ro pean life” was characterized by the intricate interplay of 
influences and historical experiences within the tessellated landscape of 
Western Eu rope, from the North Sea and Baltic to the western Mediter-
ranean and the Adriatic.208 This post- war evocation of Western Eu rope 
served vari ous purposes, of which perhaps the most explicit was to rein-
force the solidarity of the Western Eu ro pean states (including, crucially, 
West Germany, shorn of its Communist and Prus sian territories) within 
the Atlantic alliance of the 1950s.209 But, what ever its instrumental uses, 
the idea of Western Europe—as a place where successive layers of history, 
language, social development, religion, and even landscape and climate 
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had forged a distinctive model of society— formed an impor tant ele ment 
of how post- war Western Eu ro pe ans thought about their past and their 
po liti cal identity. Democracy became the regime natu ral to what Raymond 
Aron in his anti- Communist polemic Le  grand schisme of 1948 termed this 
“terre modérée, de climat et de dimensions.”210

It was unsurprising that this western democracy was juxtaposed 
against the “oriental” nature of the Soviet Union, which was repeatedly 
portrayed as the product of a fundamentally non- European culture, as 
reflected in Willy Brandt’s declaration that “Berlin belongs to Eu rope, 
not to Siberia.”211 More remarkable, however, was the apparent ease with 
which central Eu rope was effaced from  these accounts. With the excep-
tion of West Berlin and Vienna (which remained  under partial Soviet 
occupation  until 1955), all of the principal cultural centres of Eu ro pean 
modernity— Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest, in particular— were effec-
tively exiled from  these post- war definitions of Western Eu rope. Instead, 
Eu rope acquired a new and more exclusive geo graph i cal definition; one 
which was tilted away from the contested landscapes of central Eu rope 
that had been so impor tant in Eu ro pean life over the preceding de cades, 
and  towards what appeared to be the more peaceful landscapes of west-
ern Germany, the Low Countries, northern Italy, and France.212 In this 
way, the indisputably artificial division of Eu rope imposed by the limits of 
the military advance of the Soviet, British, and American armies in 1945 
became normalized as a wider fault line. It juxtaposed the freedom and 
intellectual energy of the western half of the continent against the oppres-
sive regimes and conformism of the east.213 The west of Eu rope, it seemed, 
did not miss what it had lost.

This territorial demarcation of democracy within Eu rope also had 
more long- standing origins. As Jacques Rupnik observed, although the 
heart of Eu rope might be difficult to locate, the continent certainly had 
several peripheries.214 Thus, regions such as the Balkans became part of a 
second- zone Eu rope: lands of ancestral and incorrigible conflict 
that had missed out on the long- term pro cesses of institutional and 
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cultural maturation that had created the distinctive civilization of West-
ern Eu rope.215 The South of Italy, or Mezzogiorno, constituted an even 
more marked case of such peripheralization. The concept of a “Southern 
question” was at least as old as the Italian state itself; but it acquired a new 
prominence and urgency in the post-1945 years, as the pitiless statistics of 
socio- economic development (mea sured in terms of income and educa-
tion, but also by more modern criteria such as owner ship of radios, cars, and 
telephones) demonstrated just how far the South lagged  behind other areas 
of the peninsula. The ambitious infrastructure proj ects initiated by the gov-
ernment development agency, the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno established in 
1950,  were therefore intended to open up the South, and to lift its  people out 
of the ignoranza and miseria in which they had languished for too long.216 
Roads, schools, and electricity  were all intended to play their part in this 
proj ect of socio- economic development; but the greater challenge was to 
remake the Southern Italians as citizens of a demo cratic republic.

Cultural and literary explorations of the differentness of the South and, 
more especially, of its  people proliferated in the post- war years. Reinforced 
by journalism and travel writing, it found its full expression in the remark-
able success of Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s novel, Il gattopardo (The Leop-
ard), published posthumously in November 1958— and rapidly made into 
a very successful film— with its portrayal of a traditional and languorous 
Sicilian society on the eve of its integration into a united Italy in 1860.217 
Similar ideas pervaded much academic writing. In the influential formula-
tion of an American anthropologist, Edward Banfield, who studied a South-
ern village in the 1950s, the civilization of the Italian South was less Eu ro-
pean than Mediterranean and Levantine in character. Thus, rather than 
joining together to improve the well- being of their community, the villa-
gers pursued an “amoral familism” in which they looked upon the resources 
provided by the state as opportunities for personal enrichment.218
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This image of the South was at heart a discourse about the borders of 
Eu rope, and about the difficulty or even the impossibility of integrating 
such peripheral territories into the new demo cratic Eu rope. Southern-
ers in Italy— along with the inhabitants of the Mediterranean territories 
of southern Spain, or across the sea in the coastal cities of French- ruled 
Algeria— had become part of an outer sphere of half- Europeans, defined 
by their cosmopolitan past.219 As such, they  were unscrupulous profiteers, 
or  people of  simple tastes and enthusiasms, who lacked the discernment 
and education essential to the modern practice of democracy: they cast 
their votes on the basis of coercion, bribery, or illusory promises, without 
any comprehension of the larger issues at stake. Writing about the South-
ern prob lem in 1958, the year of the enactment of the Treaty of Rome, 
the Italian Liberal politician Francesco Compagna significantly entitled 
his study Mezzogiorno d’Europa, presenting the South as a test case for 
the larger proj ect of trying to integrate the “Eu rope of the South” into the 
“Eu rope of the Six.”220

 These exclusive definitions of Eu rope and of democracy also had obvi-
ous implications for how Eu ro pe ans viewed their colonial territories 
and populations. The often contested, or straightforwardly violent, re- 
subordination of colonies that occurred in South East Asia, the  Middle 
East, and North Africa in the immediate post- war years accelerated 
changes in the way in which Eu ro pe ans justified their continued colonial 
rule to themselves, to their subject populations, and to the institutions of 
the nascent global community. Empire was no longer a right derived from 
conquest, but a custodianship, legitimized by history and by the mate-
rial and cultural goods which their rule provided. Eu ro pe ans fulfilled their 
duty of care to the territories  under their stewardship by deploying their 
par tic u lar expertise in social and economic development, education, and 
health to the benefit of populations who had not had the good fortune to 
share this Eu ro pean heritage. The consequence was the intensification of a 
diverse range of programmes, which used the statistical mea sure ments of 
the age to demonstrate the ways in which the lives of ever larger numbers 
of individuals and communities  were being transformed for the better.
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How far  these benefits included a preparation for democracy was 
much less apparent. In some of its ele ments, post- war colonialism implied 
an intensive education of colonized populations, or more frequently of 
certain elites among them, in self- rule and the practice of democracy. 
Thus, for example, one con temporary British report described the provi-
sion of extramural education in West Africa as a means of fostering “a 
demo cratic habit of mind.”221 But in other ways the mindsets of colonial 
development replicated, in a much more authoritarian form, the bureau-
cratic culture of welfare provision in post- war Eu rope. The increased 
resources made available to colonial administrations in the post- war era 
gave a new energy and scale to policies of development; but reinforced a 
culture of enlightened but irresponsible government, whereby a colonial 
elite implemented policies, embedded in the scientific logic of disciplines 
such as tropical medicine, that they imposed on the populations over 
whom they ruled.222

This ethos of activist government and modernization did contain 
components of a new culture of citizenship, as expressed in the vari ous 
statements issued by the colonial administrations, notably at the Braz-
zaville conference held by the  Free French authorities in January and 
February 1944, with its promises to grant diff er ent levels of citizenship 
to the colonial populations.223 To democracy and self- government  there 
was, however, much less reference. The nature of colonial rule—be it 
the “decentralized despotisms” created by structures of indirect colo-
nial rule,224 or the more centralized state administrations established 
by the imperial powers during the 1940s— provided  little space for mass 
enfranchisement and still less for popu lar sovereignty. Instead, colonial 
rule remained, in its state and police structures, essentially authoritarian 
in inspiration and practice. In the words of Aimé Césaire, in his timely 
polemic of the 1950s, colonial rule was an essentially indefensible regime 
founded on the threat and the application of force.225 Its logics rested, 
above all, on the conviction that colonial administration existed to ben-
efit its subject  peoples rather than to empower them,  behind which lay 
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the assumption, as expressed by one Belgian writer, that “not all  peoples 
possess the same capacity for democracy”— tous les peuples ne possèdent 
pas au même degré la capacité démocratique.226 Re sis tance was therefore 
all too easily dismissed as a demonstration of the lack of appreciation by 
colonized populations of the benefits brought by the enlightened rule of 
the colonial administration. This was especially so in Algeria during the 
1950s. As the FLN- led revolt gathered pace, the modernizing discourse 
of the French administration denied self- government to the Algerian 
 people in the name of bringing them a higher freedom. Thus, it justified 
the forcible resettlement of populations, intended to separate them from 
the corrupting influence of the nationalist rebels, in terms of the liberation 
it would bring the populations within an eventual trans- Mediterranean 
French Republic.227

This was also true of decolonization. The decision to retreat from 
empire was composed in each instance of varying degrees of institutional 
panic, pragmatic calculations, and nationalist pressures; but, in its after-
math, it required above all justification. As Todd Shepard has argued 
with reference to the French withdrawal from Algeria, the very concept 
of decolonization was a retrospective construction. Having insisted for 
almost a  century that Algeria was an integral part of France, the decision 
to withdraw was hurriedly presented as the logical culmination to colo-
nial rule over a territory that had never been truly French.228 Democracy 
formed an integral part of this pro cess of rationalization. The demo cratic 
rights of colonized  peoples had attracted only  limited support in Eu ro pean 
po liti cal debate, ahead of the decision to decolonize.229 But, once it had 
been done, the granting of self- government to former colonial subjects 
could be justified as a generous action, one that reflected the demo cratic 
values of the Eu ro pean powers. The manner in which it was enacted con-
veyed much too about the under lying ethos of that democracy. In much 
the same manner as the enfranchisement of  women had been decreed 
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 after the war, self- government was presented as a grant rather than a 
right. It was implemented without seeking through a demo cratic vote the 
opinions of the  peoples concerned, or the Eu ro pean populations, be they 
in the colonies or the metropole.

Decolonization was therefore a decision about democracy undertaken 
with only  limited reference to demo cratic princi ples or procedures. Much 
as in Eu rope at the end of the Second World War, the institutions of democ-
racy in the newly in de pen dent states  were fashioned from above, and 
implemented through a carefully managed pro cess of transition, in which 
the representatives of the subject  peoples played their invited roles— often 
as members of a consultative council— but  were not sovereign. Above all, 
it concerned the transfer of power, rather than its re distribution. Through 
the rituals of decolonization—of flags lowered and raised, cities renamed, 
and new constitutions granted— the power of the state was handed care-
fully from colonial officials to new elites. Unsurprisingly, the demo cratic 
cultures of the post- colonial states reflected the circumstances of their 
birth. In some cases, practices of democracy flourished, whilst in  others 
they gave way to forms of authoritarianism that replicated the practices of 
 later colonial rule.230

Decolonization was post- war Eu ro pean democracy reflected in the 
colonial mirror. The stark dichotomy suggested by the establishment of 
universal suffrage in liberated Eu rope at the same time as its denial to the 
populations of Eu rope’s colonial empires should not disguise the extent to 
which state policies within and outside Eu rope  were directed by similar 
assumptions about the preconditions necessary for effective democracy. 
In the colonies, as in Eu rope, democracy would flourish only where the 
right structures of state administration  were in place, and the necessary 
levels of social capital pre sent within the population.  These attitudes  were 
projected from the Eu ro pean states to the colonies through the European- 
staffed bureaucracies of colonial rule. But the direction of traffic was not 
one- way; the practices and mentalities of colonial administration influ-
enced state governance within Eu rope. This interpenetration was the con-
sequence of the par tic u lar nature of the Second World War. For the Allied 
powers, the war effort  after the defeats of 1939–40 had been by neces-
sity located primarily outside continental Eu rope. They had drawn to an 
unpre ce dented degree on the  human and material resources of empire; 
indeed,  Free France was, it should be remembered, an empire before it 
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was a nation- state.231 Consequently, notwithstanding the role played both 
by Britain and by Re sis tance groups within occupied Eu rope, the subse-
quent liberation of Eu rope was conducted in large part from the territories 
of empire, notably the southern shores of the Mediterranean, presenting 
Eu ro pe ans with liberators who  were in significant numbers far from Eu ro-
pean. Moreover, the structures of military rule established in the liberated 
territories of Eu rope owed much to colonial practices. Occupying powers, 
be they British, French, or American, fell back on their personal or insti-
tutional experiences of colonial rule, drawing on what Robert Gerwarth 
and Stefan Malinowski have aptly termed “the colonial archive” of state 
and police practices to ensure peace and order within liberated Eu rope.232

Empire and Eu rope remained closely intertwined  after the war. The 
demo cratic states of post- war Eu rope used their scarce resources of men, 
equipment, and finance to fight wars to re- establish and maintain their 
colonial rule in Africa, the  Middle East, and Asia long  after the Second 
World War had ended. But the practices of colonialism also influenced 
the actions of states within Eu rope. Programmes of educational provision, 
public health, and social welfare initially developed in colonial contexts 
provided models for the policies deployed in rebuilding communities 
and addressing social ills within post- war Eu rope. Nor did  these inter-
connections dis appear  after decolonization. The “return” of Eu ro pean 
settler populations from the lands of empire, followed by the arrival of 
non- European immigrant populations— often from the same former ter-
ritories of empire— presented substantial logistical and material chal-
lenges to the governments of Western Eu rope during the 1950s and 1960s. 
Housing, education, and welfare  were mobilized to meet the needs of 
 these new populations, as well as enabling them to adapt to the norms of 
the “host” society.233 The integration of  these immigrants from beyond 
Europe— and more especially their families—in the values of democracy 
therefore became a priority for Eu ro pean states. But so too, from the 1970s 
onwards did the transfer of  those values to the territories from where 
they had arrived. The shift in development aid from infrastructure provi-
sion and countering humanitarian crises to the durable development of 
socie ties of the Third World made democracy once again a product for 
export. Eu ro pean states, international agencies, and non- governmental 
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organ izations (NGOs) collaborated in a new ethos of development that 
focused on building the social attitudes, associational structures, and civil 
society that would foster the values of democracy.

As  these interrelationships between Eu ro pean states and their former 
colonies well illustrate, attitudes to democracy oscillated in the post- war 
era between a rhetorical universalism and a much more restricted sense 
of the ability of socie ties to adopt the practices of democracy. Democracy 
was difficult, and it therefore needed the right “sub- soil”—as one study 
of democracy in Scandinavia in the 1950s put it—in which to flourish.234 
This sense that democracy was a  matter of fine judgement, which could 
easily tip over, through naivety or a lack of collective intelligence, into the 
vari ous ills of demagogic chaos, executive impotence, or totalitarian dic-
tatorship was well conveyed by the repeated use in post- war discourse of 
the concept of “true” democracy. The phrase “true” or “real” democracy 
was deployed by a wide range of po liti cal and intellectual figures during 
the post- war years, ranging from Pius XII to the Austrian Socialist Karl 
Renner and the French Republican Pierre Mendès France.235 In some 
cases, the purposes of this linguistic formula  were emphatically partisan: 
by invoking the concept of a true democracy, Pius was seeking all too obvi-
ously to delegitimize  those secular po liti cal forces that, in his words, advo-
cated merely the “outward semblance of democracy.”236 But the notion of 
“true” democracy also had a wider significance. It expressed the widely 
shared sense that the version of democracy that Eu rope had chosen  after 
the war was the right one; and that it needed to be distinguished from 
 those other democracies, past and pre sent, that explic itly or implicitly 
 were judged to be “false.”

Foremost among  these  were of course the Communist regimes of the 
east. The  great partition— geographical, po liti cal, and intellectual— that 
took place in Eu rope in the  later 1940s meant that inevitably much dis-
cussion of democracy was defined in relation to the opposing camp. The 
polarization between the  people’s democracies of the east and the parlia-
mentary and  legal democracies of the west obliged the one to assert its 
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demo cratic character by denying the demo cratic credentials of the other. 
This was evident in the ever greater insistence with which the regimes of 
the east asserted their demo cratic credentials even as their authoritarian 
actions ended any meaningful dialogue with the socie ties they ruled.237 
But the same was also true in Western Eu rope, where the propaganda 
initiatives of organ izations such as NATO to emphasize their defence of 
freedom formed just one component of how Western Eu ro pe ans came 
to define their socie ties as  free and demo cratic in opposition to the fake 
democracies of the east.238

One way in which this took place was through the realization of how 
oppressive and undemo cratic  were the Communist regimes. This might 
seem, in retrospect, to be a rather obvious point; but many Western Eu ro-
pe ans initially knew  little about the real ity of the Communist- directed 
regimes, and not all of what they believed they knew was negative. The 
legacies of a certain positive repre sen ta tion of the Soviet Union during 
the 1930s and the war years remained vis i ble in the immediate post- war 
years, and was reinforced by the  people’s democracies— “democracies of a 
new type,” as the Hungarian- born Soviet economist Eugen Varga termed 
them in 1946— that appeared to be coming into existence in the eastern 
half of Eu rope.239 Moreover, despite the evident harshness of the Soviet 
invasion of central Europe—as evinced by the displacement of large num-
bers of destitute ethnic Germans  towards the western zones of occupa-
tion in Germany240—an awareness that what was happening in the east 
was fundamentally undemo cratic developed only incrementally. The 
collapse of multiparty co ali tionism in Hungary, Poland, and, most tan-
gibly, in Czecho slo va kia served to reveal with what the Danish po liti cal 
phi los o pher Alf Ross termed “dreadful clarity” the real ity “that East and 
West attach diff er ent meanings to the word democracy.”241 The concept  
of the  people’s democracies had tangibly become by the end of the 1940s  
a façade, controlled by Soviet dictates, and rooted in the wooden rhe toric 
of late Stalinist socialism.242 The spectacle of manipulated displays of 
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mass support, combined with the show  trials of alleged foreign agents, 
led western populations to form a much more negative image of the east, 
where the appearances of demo cratic participation disguised the real ity 
of the power of the Soviet Union, and  those who acted as its “puppets.”243

This was reinforced by the accounts provided by  those who had expe-
rienced life in the east and had come to the west. First- hand testimonies 
such as the widely read I Chose Freedom (1947) by the former Soviet offi-
cial Victor Kravchenko, or the more complex analy sis of the double- think 
of Communist socie ties presented by the Polish writer and former cul-
tural diplomat of the Polish Communist regime Czeslaw Milosz in his The 
Captive Mind (1953), created a new genre of refugee lit er a ture about the 
totalitarian world of the east. However far they  were packaged to respond 
to the expectations of their western audience,  these accounts neverthe-
less gave a new immediacy to the realities of life on the other side of the 
Iron Curtain.244 While David Rousset’s L’univers concentrationnaire had 
aroused much controversy when it was first published in 1946,245 a few 
years  later his description of the Soviet camp system had become widely 
accepted. This was reinforced by personal accounts of experiences in the 
Soviet Gulag, notably Gustav Herling’s A World Apart of 1951, in his pref-
ace to which Bertrand Russell presented as an established fact “the almost 
unbelievable horrors being inflicted upon millions of wretched men and 
 women, slowly done to death by hard  labour and starvation in the Arctic 
cold.”246 All of this preconditioned the response in Western Eu rope to the 
Soviet repression of attempts to create a more in de pen dent regime in Hun-
gary in 1956. The spectacle of Soviet troops firing on crowds in the streets 
of Budapest seemed to crystallize all that Western Eu ro pe ans had learned 
about the Communist half of Eu rope over the previous years. Rather than 
a rival democracy, it constituted its antithesis.247 This was especially so 
 after the abrupt construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961. The 
symbolism of a Communist regime on German soil creating a barrier of 
concrete, barbed wire, and trip wires to imprison its  people prompted 
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immediate outrage, as well as inevitable comparisons with the concen-
tration camps of the Nazi era, which was sustained over the subsequent 
years by the very public deaths of East Germans trying to cross to West 
Berlin.248

By that point, Communism, in its Soviet- directed form, no longer con-
stituted a major po liti cal challenge to Western Eu ro pean democracy. The 
rather tortuous efforts of Western Eu ro pean Communists to defend the 
Soviet model of socialism  after 1956  were never  going to convince many; 
and, as Aron commented, the conservative- minded rulers of the Soviet 
bloc had effectively abandoned their revolutionary purpose in favour of 
repressing their captive populations, while seeking, largely vainly, to match 
the economic achievements of the states of Western Eu rope.249 What had 
been a civil war within Eu ro pean politics had become something much 
larger but also much less Eu ro pean. It was to the newly in de pen dent states 
of post- colonial Africa and Asia that the conflict between a politics of free-
dom and of revolutionary pro gress had been transferred.250

But Communism had never been simply a po liti cal alternative. The 
mystique that surrounded Communism, both for many of its supporters 
but more especially for its opponents, made it something much broader: 
an almost existential challenge to the values of individual freedom and 
intellectual pluralism that western democracy claimed to embody. Books 
such as the collective volume The God that Failed presented the personal 
accounts of Western Eu ro pean former Communists and fellow travellers, 
such as Arthur Koestler, according to what soon became a familiar format. 
Their authors had been drawn into the Communist world through the 
po liti cal and social strug gles of the 1930s, before gradually coming to real-
ize that they had become pawns of an all- powerful and malevolent Soviet 
Union.251 The religious meta phors contained in such accounts  were not 
accidental. They served to emphasize that Communism was very diff er ent 
from a normal po liti cal movement. It was a cult that—in the manner of a 
new religion— demanded an unquestioning obedience on the part of the 
“Communist convert.”252

248. Ahonen, Death at the Berlin Wall, 25–29, 41–42.
249. M. Schumann, Le vrai malaise des intellectuels de gauche (Paris, 1957), 1–6; Ray-

mond Aron, Démocratie et totalitarisme, 15–17.
250. W. Lipp mann, The Communist World and Ours (London, 1959), 53–56.
251. Koestler et al., God that Failed.
252. Crossman, introduction to Koestler et al., God that Failed, 7. For an influential 

example of this psychological and anthropological approach to Communism, see A. Krie-
gel, Les communistes français: Essai d’ethnographie politique (Paris, 1968). See also Morin, 
Autocritique.
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This was an idea energetically propagated by Raymond Aron, who in 
an essay published in 1944, entitled “L’avenir des religions séculières,” had 
anticipated much of the subsequent analy sis of the phenomenon of totali-
tarianism by presenting Nazism and Communism as secular religions that 
had filled the void left in the lives of many intellectuals by the death of 
God.253 This somewhat crude thesis, which Aron recycled untiringly in 
his publications over the subsequent fifteen years, analysed Communism 
as a latter- day trahison des clercs, or betrayal by the intelligent sia. West-
ern intellectuals who had espoused Communism had in effect renounced 
their duty of in de pen dent thought in favour of the comfort provided by 
unthinking adherence to the texts and articles of faith of Soviet Marx-
ism.254 This perception of Communism as a disease primarily of the intel-
lectuals became a per sis tent theme of western anti- Communist rhe toric. 
Ordinary  people, so it was argued,  were rarely so gullible as to fall for the 
promises of Communism; and, if they did vote for Communist parties out 
of a misplaced loyalty to their class identity or memories of war time re sis-
tance, they could nevertheless be coaxed back to demo cratic politics. Intel-
lectuals  were, however, a diff er ent  matter. As the privileged beneficiaries 
of western intellectual freedom, their adoption of the orthodoxies of Com-
munism was a betrayal of the values from which they derived their oxygen.

For most Western Eu ro pe ans, therefore, the freedom of the west 
became less a demo cratic rallying cry than an established fact.255 The 
mentality of anti- Communism consequently also changed. The challenge 
to a demo cratic society did not come from the tanks of the Soviet Union 
or from the waning electorates of the Western Eu ro pean Communist 
parties of the  later 1950s and 1960s, but from the model of ideologically 
defined politics that Communism represented. In contrast, “true” democ-
racy resided not in par tic u lar beliefs, but in the attitudes of scepticism and 
objectivity suited to a world that had lived through, and barely survived, 
the clash of po liti cal faiths over the preceding de cades.256 Democracy 
became in this way the po liti cal badge of the new Eu ro pean society being 
brought into existence by the economic and social changes of the post- 
war de cades. As the shadows cast by the war receded in the  later 1950s 

253. B. Anderson, Raymond Aron, 64–71. See also Oppermann, Raymond Aron und 
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and 1960s, Eu ro pean democracy acquired a much more consciously mod-
ern character. Its achievements  were mea sured by its results: the mate-
rial prosperity created by technological innovation, but also the welfare 
systems, and the new homes, schools, and urban environments that had 
been made pos si ble by the combination of rapid economic growth and 
intelligent government.257 Judged by  these achievements, democracy 
had vanquished its opponents, both pre sent and past. But, in  doing so, 
it had ceased to be a specific form of politics. Instead, it had become the 
organ izing princi ple of modern society.

257. See, for characteristic examples, F. Lauwers, J. Stalmans. M. Schuermans and 
V. Verbruggen, België, een levende demo cratie (Antwerp, 1964); M. Childs, Sweden: The 
 Middle Way, 3rd ed. (New Haven, CT, 1961); SPÖ Wien, Bericht 1959 (Vienna, 1960).
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ch a pter three

Debating Democracy
the di a lectic of christi a n demo cr at 
a nd soci a list va ri a n ts of democr ac y

the democr acies of the post- war er a looked more similar from 
the outside than they felt from the inside. Though in retrospect the most 
striking feature of the era from 1945 to the end of the 1960s was the simi-
larity of demo cratic structures, as well as the broad basis of institutional 
and po liti cal support for them, democracy in Western Eu rope was more 
consensual in its practices than in its heritage or its inspiration. Quite 
apart from the fundamental question— which politicians  were generally 
reluctant to pose—as to how the sovereign  will of the  people should be 
respected and implemented,  there remained strong differences of princi-
ple and purpose  behind the shared façade of support for parliamentary 
democracy  after 1945. Democracy in that sense was initially a point of con-
vergence between the major po liti cal parties, and subsequently a shared 
space; but this did not efface the very diff er ent heritages of the po liti cal 
and intellectual traditions that populated it. Moreover, none of  those tra-
ditions regarded democracy as a neutral formula: for each of them,  there 
 were good and bad variants of democracy, and support for any regime of 
democracy was conditional on how far it accorded with what each po liti-
cal movement held to be the attributes of a good democracy, as well as its 
par tic u lar interests.

This was hardly surprising. Democracy came with considerable his-
torical baggage, inherited from the po liti cal and ideological disputes of 
the previous  century. Ever since Eu ro pean history had taken a decisive tilt 
 towards mass politics in the mid- nineteenth  century, each of the major 
po liti cal traditions had developed its own par tic u lar understanding, and 
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more especially its critique, of democracy. Contrary to what they  were 
understandably keen to claim  after 1945, neither of the two major po liti cal 
traditions of the post- war years— Christian Democracy and Socialism— 
had hitherto been enthusiastic supporters of parliamentary democracy. 
On the contrary, Socialist and Catholic po liti cal movements had long 
defined their po liti cal princi ples not only in opposition to each other but 
also to the “false” freedom offered by what they variously regarded as the 
secular and bourgeois regimes of parliamentary rule that had developed in 
Eu rope during the nineteenth  century. This hostility, it is true, had often 
been more rhetorical than practical, and had rarely prevented Socialist 
and Catholic parties from participating energetically in the electoral com-
bats of municipal and parliamentary politics during the latter de cades 
of the nineteenth  century. Nevertheless, Catholics and Socialists alike 
retained a sense that  these representative structures  were not their own, 
encouraging a mentality whereby their willingness to engage in electoral 
politics, and even more so in the co ali tions and compromises inherent to 
the pro cess of government, depended more on seizing the opportunities 
that  these offered to advance their sectional interests than on any wider 
commitment to representative democracy.1

The demo cratic settlement of 1918–19 had, at first, appeared to draw 
both Catholics and Socialists more firmly into the practice of parliamen-
tary politics, most strikingly through the decisive role that German and 
Austrian Socialist and, to a lesser extent, Catholic po liti cal parties played 
in bringing the new republican regimes into existence, as well as in 
defeating their alternatives on the radical right and left. However, this 
convergence  towards a multiparty republicanism, based on mass electoral 
suffrage, proved to be short- lived. Over the course of the 1920s and 1930s, 
antipathy to the institutions and more especially the practices of parlia-
mentary politics regained momentum in Socialist and Catholic ranks, 
driven in part by the electoral pressure exerted by more explic itly revolu-
tionary movements at both extremes of the po liti cal spectrum but also by 
the perceived failure of the parliamentary regimes to respond effectively to 
the intense economic crisis from the end of the 1920s onwards.

Initially,  these forces appeared to force Catholic and Socialist po liti-
cal movements in divergent directions. Catholic parties tilted  towards 
the authoritarian right, and engagement with the extra- parliamentary 

1. Such ideas  were especially evident in the Second International prior to 1914: see J. 
Joll, The Second International 1889–1914, rev. ed. (London, 1968), 77–105. See also Eley, 
Forging Democracy, 86–93.
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leagues, uniformed groups, and protest movements that flourished dur-
ing the 1930s. In contrast, and partly in response to this surge in right- 
wing politics, Socialist parties found common ground with liberal and 
Communist parties in the defence of republican democracy  under the 
banner of the anti- fascist Popu lar Fronts that came to power in Spain 
and France in 1936. Their ascendancy was, however, short- lived, as the 
Popular- Front governments  were challenged by the Nationalist mili-
tary uprising in Spain and by the dissolution of Republican unity in 
France. By the  later 1930s, parliamentary democracy seemed to belong 
more to the past than to the  future. With the collapse or overthrow of 
parliamentary regimes in many states of central and southern Eu rope, 
the  future appeared to belong to more hierarchical and authoritarian 
po liti cal regimes, which to many Europeans— including Socialists and 
Catholics— seemed to offer a more effective means of ensuring po liti-
cal and social stability. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the German military 
victories in 1939 and 1940, and the consequent establishment of a New 
Order across much of continental Eu rope, seemed to mark the terminus 
of the model of parliamentary politics inherited from the nineteenth 
 century.

The period between 1940 and 1942 was, in much of Axis- occupied 
Eu rope, one of decisive transition in Catholic and Socialist movements. 
The enthusiasm that had been evident within sections of both movements 
in 1940 for some form of New Order model of authoritarian politics dis-
sipated rapidly  under the impact of German occupation policies and the 
establishment of local pro- German collaborationist regimes. Instead, 
within the Catholic and Socialist parties, as well as their broader affiliated 
organ izations,  there was a re orientation  towards language of patriotism, 
freedom, and po liti cal liberty. This was not only a po liti cal and ideologi-
cal change, but also one of leaders and of mentality. An older generation 
of figures, rooted in the po liti cal landscapes of the first de cades of the 
 twentieth  century retreated, discredited in some cases by their engage-
ment with proj ects of authoritarian government. In their place  there 
emerged new cadres— middle- aged and often  middle class— who  were less 
rooted in the conflicts of the past. This change of personnel reinforced the 
momentum of ideological and orga nizational change generated during the 
latter war years by ever more intense po liti cal expectations of what would 
follow the eventual collapse of the Third Reich. In Socialist and Catholic 
movements, the final months of the German occupation and the often 
tumultuous period following liberation  were times of almost frantic activ-
ity, as both hastened to issue manifestos giving voice to their ideas and 
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restructured their po liti cal parties in expectation of the anticipated return 
to a regime of electoral democracy.

Everywhere the emphasis was understandably on the new. Catholic 
and Socialist movements vied with each other  after 1945 to pre sent them-
selves as fundamentally new in their intellectual inspiration, their orga-
nizational structures, their leadership, and their programmes. In truth, 
of course, not every thing was quite as novel as it was presented. Party 
names, especially in Catholic ranks,  were indeed often changed, as the 
confessional po liti cal groupings of the interwar years  were dissolved in 
favour of new po liti cal parties— such as the MRP in France or the Chris-
tian Demo crat Union that emerged in western Germany— that  were com-
mitted in name and doctrine to the inclusive ideas of Christian Democracy 
that had come to the fore during the war years. Not every thing, however, 
had changed. Manifestos and party programmes  were easy to produce, but 
the Catholic and Socialist movements that emerged from the war operated 
within pre- existing milieux and mentalities. The war did not destroy the 
po liti cal frontiers of confession and of social class; indeed, in many ways 
the suspension of normal po liti cal life during the war years in much of 
Eu rope had strengthened the social power of institutions such as the Cath-
olic Church, and its considerable array of confessional social and cultural 
groupings. Thus, what ever the ambitions of reformers in the relaunched 
Catholic and Socialist parties to forge new forms of politics, the Socialist 
and Christian Demo cratic parties that contested the immediate post- war 
elections in liberated Eu rope  were built on compromises, both ideologi-
cal and orga nizational, between innovative ideas and more long- standing 
po liti cal mentalities.2

One undisputed ele ment of their newness was, however, their clear ori-
entation  towards demo cratic politics. In truth, the practice generally came 
more easily than the princi ple. While the adjectival addition of “demo-
cratic” to their policies and goals was easy, and indeed seemed unavoid-
able as a badge of their membership of the new po liti cal world, Socialist 
and Christian Demo cratic parties  were more circumspect in their iden-
tification with a regime of po liti cal democracy. Circumstance, however, 
dictated the urgent need to plunge into the new demo cratic politics. Social-
ists and Christian Demo crats alike  were fearful of the electoral challenge 

2. Studies of Socialist and Catholic po liti cal reconstruction in liberated Eu rope include 
B. D. Graham, Choice and Demo cratic Order: The French Socialist Party, 1937–1950 (Cam-
bridge, UK, 1994); P. Letamendia, Mouvement républicain populaire; Conway, Sorrows of 
Belgium; and M. Mitchell, The Origins of Christian Democracy: Politics and Confession in 
Modern Germany (Ann Arbor, MI, 2012).
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presented by the Communists and by entirely new po liti cal groupings— 
such as the Partito d’Azione in northern Italy or the Union démocratique 
belge in Belgium— that presented themselves as the heirs of war time 
re sis tance groups.3 They therefore mobilized quickly in the aftermath of 
liberation, reforging links with affiliated social organ izations such as the 
Socialist and Christian trade  unions, and imposing, often quite ruthlessly, 
their order on local dissident groups.4 Power now derived from the ballot 
box, and nobody could have any certainty as to how the millions of first- 
time voters— the newly enfranchised  women in France and Italy, but also 
many voters  under the age of thirty- five or forty in states such as Austria, 
Germany, and Italy who had not previously had the opportunity to vote in 
 free elections— would cast their votes. Socialists and Catholics  were there-
fore intensely aware that they needed to establish their party structures 
and more especially their po liti cal visibility ahead of the first local and 
national elections. Lists of candidates  were hastily drawn up, congresses 
held, and the rudiments of a national po liti cal hierarchy established. In all 
of this, they  were largely successful. Though the Communists increased 
their pre- war share of the vote in many of the immediate post- war elec-
tions, it was the Socialist and Christian Demo cratic parties that in the 
core territories of the nascent Western Eu rope, from northern Germany 
to central Italy, proved to be the more durable po liti cal victors of the new 
demo cratic politics. This success owed much to the efforts of  these party 
elites; but it was also a demonstration of the wider resilience of social and 
confessional frontiers in post- war Eu rope. What ever  else had changed in 
their lives, in terms of their po liti cal affiliations most voters opted for par-
ties that appeared to reflect their social background,  family identities, and 
local communities.

What remained to be determined was the nature of the commitment 
of  these parties to demo cratic politics. Given the haste with which they 
had been re- established  after the war, the Socialist and Christian Demo-
cratic parties  were often uneasy co ali tions, composed of younger radicals 
and more established figures, some of whom had been in exile in Britain, 
Switzerland, or Sweden during the war years, as well as of regional power 
groupings, and of specific organ izations, such as trade  unions and farm-
ers’ leagues, each of which was ambitious to bend the new party structures 
 towards its specific agenda. In this fluid po liti cal situation, democracy was 

3. De Luna, Storia del Partito d’Azione; J. C. Willame, “L’Union démocratique belge: 
Essai de création ‘travailliste,’ ” Courrier hebdomadaire du CRISP 743–44 (1976).

4. See, for example, Conway, Sorrows of Belgium, 177–224.
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often more a tool to be manipulated, or a symbol to be invoked, than an 
established princi ple.  There was, moreover, much for both camps to be 
apprehensive about in a new regime of post- war democracy. Ner vous ness 
in Catholic ranks that an anti- clerical alliance of Liberals, Socialists, and 
Communists would dismantle the hard- won regimes of protection for the 
Church’s educational and welfare institutions  were matched by Socialist 
fears that the discipline of Catholic social organ izations would enable the 
Christian Demo cratic parties to rally a mass electorate— now expanded 
to include the supposedly devout ranks of  women— behind their confes-
sional goals. Above all,  there  were the Communists. The degree to which 
the Communist parties would be able to profit from the patriotic legitima-
tion they had gained through their Re sis tance actions, and subsequently 
from the material hardships created by the disruptions of the transition to 
peace, dominated the po liti cal calculations of the era. Only if democracy 
proved to be an effective means of countering the demagogic appeal of the 
Communists would it be able to retain the support of the Christian Demo-
crats and of most Socialists.5

 There was therefore a significant degree of hidden conditionality to the 
espousal of democracy by Christian Demo crats and Socialists in the poli-
tics of liberation Eu rope. In common with many other po liti cal groupings, 
they initially made  little use of the term, deflecting discussions of po liti-
cal regime by emphasizing their commitment to the wide- ranging socio- 
economic reforms that would bring about a demo cratic society. It was only 
 after the immediate material prob lems left  behind by the war had been 
addressed, and the first post- war elections had been held, that Socialist 
and Christian Demo cratic parties came to engage more substantially with 
the construction of regimes of democracy. During the prolonged genesis 
of the Fourth Republic in France, and the emergence of a quasi- national 
constitutional framework in West Germany, all parties  were obliged to 
engage with the specifics of the institutional design of the new regimes. In 
 doing so, once again, issues of ideological princi ple  were influenced, albeit 
often sotto voce, by calculations of self- interest. The electoral success of 
Socialist and Christian Demo cratic parties had put them in positions of 
decision- making power in many states, which in turn enabled them to 
have an impact on the wording of constitutional texts and, perhaps more 
importantly, on the technical details— the systems of proportional repre-
sen ta tion used, the distribution of powers between diff er ent parliamen-
tary chambers, and the use of qualified majorities for decisions on certain 

5. See pp. 56–57.
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 matters— that would determine how the new democracies would operate 
and, more especially, in whose interests.6

This engagement in government and in constitution- making worked 
both ways. If it ensured that the structures of the new po liti cal system 
often reflected their interests, it also bonded Socialists and Christian 
Demo crats to the new demo cratic order. They  were to a large extent 
“their” regimes; and, even though attitudes among the rank and file of 
both movements to the workings of the new demo cratic institutions 
 were often somewhat circumspect, their leadership cadres  were com-
mitted to their operation and, in most cases, to participation in govern-
ment. This bonding with the institutions of democracy was reinforced too 
by the events of the early Cold War. Democracy— the “true” democracy 
of the west Eu ro pean states, as opposed to the  people’s democracies of 
the Soviet- controlled east— became for Socialists and Christian Demo-
crats alike a cause to be defended against external invasion and internal 
subversion, as well as a badge of their allegiance to the politics of anti- 
communism.  There was, consequently, diminishing space within Socialist 
and Christian Demo cratic ranks for voicing fundamental criticisms of the 
po liti cal status quo. Democracy had become a regime and a princi ple to 
be celebrated and defended, as well as the defining po liti cal identity of a 
new place: Western Eu rope.

The surprising rapidity with which the politics of post- war Western 
Eu rope settled into this demo cratic shape blunted the strength of former 
antipathies, transforming erstwhile rivals into fellow participants in the 
co ali tion politics that tended to be the rule at both the national and more 
local levels of government. It also eroded national bound aries, drawing 
Socialists and Christian Demo crats into Eu ro pean federations of like- 
minded parties,7 as well as enabling members of both movements to col-
laborate in the construction of the many transnational institutions— the 
Council of Eu rope, NATO, the ECSC, and subsequently the EEC— that 
became the agents of the new mood of post- war Eu ro pean cooperation. 
 These forms of collaboration did not, however, efface the historic and often 
deeply felt divisions of heritage between Socialists and Christian Demo-
crats. Most strikingly, in Italy, the majority Socialist tendency led by Nenni 

6. This was very much in evidence during the lengthy debates about the constitutional 
structures of the new Italian and French republics: see U. Terracini, Come nacque la Costi-
tuzione (Rome, 1978), 3–42; Elgey, République des illusions, 205–29.

7. See, notably, Kaiser, Christian Democracy, 191–252; T. Imlay, The Practice of Social-
ist Internationalism: Eu ro pean Socialists and International Politics, 1914–1960 (Oxford, 
2018), 263–462.
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eschewed alliance with the Christian Demo crats in favour of an alliance 
with the Communists  until 1956.8 More generally too, the two po liti cal 
traditions remained at the local level distinct milieux, each characterized 
by a strong sense of its historic identity. Within Socialist and Christian 
Demo cratic ranks, po liti cal choice was rarely an individual  matter, but one 
inherited and structured by  family background, education, employment, 
and community. Moreover, far from being undermined by economic and 
social change, this sense of difference was deepened by the way in which 
in many areas of Western Eu rope the Socialist and Christian Demo cratic 
parties  were able to ensure that their respective “pillarized” institutions— 
school systems, social- insurance leagues, and professional organ izations— 
reinforced their position within the modernizing structures of post- war 
Eu ro pean society.9

Convergence came from the top down, rather than the bottom up, 
and owed much to the pragmatic dictates of electoral competition and 
coalition- making. This was reinforced by the preoccupation with the 
po liti cal centre ground that developed from the 1950s onwards. It was 
in the centre of the po liti cal spectrum that the new votes appeared to be 
available, and where electoral and governmental deals could be struck. 
Both Socialist and Christian Demo cratic parties, and, more especially, 
their leaders, therefore came to perceive themselves as engaged in a con-
test to stake their claim to this new centre ground. The more intransi-
gent voices within Socialist and Christian Demo cratic ranks alike  were 
marginalized; instead, policies and strategies  were framed with a view to 
occupying the centre ground, a key ele ment of which was an emphatic 
commitment to the existing regime of democracy.

This chapter explores how the Socialist and Christian Demo cratic 
movements competed and collaborated in the pro cess of democracy- 
building. Much of the historical writing about both Christian Democracy 
and Socialism in the post-1945 era has had a somewhat teleological (and 
occasionally self- congratulatory) character, dominated by self- contained 
narratives of the path that each po liti cal movement followed into democ-
racy, and the ways that  these movements in turn enriched the content of 
that democracy.10 This approach reflects the way in which  these accounts 
have often been written from within their respective po liti cal traditions, 

8. De  Grand, Italian Left, 103–8, 121–23; Di Scala, Renewing Italian Socialism, 73–77.
9. See p. 218.
10. Characteristic examples include S. Berman, The Primacy of Politics: Social Democ-

racy and the Making of Eu rope’s Twentieth  Century (Cambridge, 2006), esp. 6–8; M. 
Gehler and W. Kaiser, eds., Christian Democracy in Eu rope since 1945 (London, 2004).
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with the consequence that they have been primarily concerned with 
reconstructing the trajectories of their po liti cal traditions, rather than 
the democracy that they made together.11 In contrast, this chapter  will 
explore the understandings of democracy advanced by Socialists and 
Christian Demo crats through the prisms of their past history, their ideo-
logical declarations, and— perhaps most importantly— their programmes 
for the  future construction of democracy.  These threefold claims regarding 
past, pre sent, and  future could at times be convergent and complemen-
tary, especially when directed against Communism, but they  were more 
frequently dialectical as Socialists and Christian Demo crats defined their 
positions against each other, and thereby advanced their claims to owner-
ship of democracy.12

Debates about past history  were unsurprisingly key to the politics of legiti-
macy in liberation Eu rope. For Socialists and Christian Democrats—as 
indeed for the advocates of other po liti cal traditions, including Commu-
nism—it was po liti cally and emotionally essential to locate themselves 
within historical narratives that privileged their own role in the past strug-
gles and pre sent victory of democracy. This was not, however, a straight-
forward pro cess for Catholics or Socialists. For both, it required tread-
ing carefully across the previous half- century of history, linking together 
rather disparate ele ments to construct a narrative that could be presented 
as leading to their espousal of democracy.

This was perhaps most obviously so in the case of the Christian Demo-
crats. For many of the Catholic activists and intellectuals of the 1940s, the 
origins of a Catholic engagement with modern democracy appeared to lie  
in the 1890s, when a range of social Catholic movements had taken up the  
lead provided by Pope Leo XIII in the encyclical Rerum Novarum of 1891 
and by national ecclesiastical elites in challenging the injustices and anti- 
 Christian spirit of the cap i tal ist (dis)order.13 Their rhe toric was at times 

11. See the critical comments of W. Kaiser in “From Siege Mentality to Mainstreaming?: 
Researching Twentieth- Century Christian Democracy,” in Christian Democracy across the 
Iron Curtain: Eu rope Redefined, ed. P. Kosicki and S. Lukasiewicz (n.p., 2018), 3–23.

12. This is the principal thesis of P. Corduwener, The Prob lem of Democracy in Postwar 
Eu rope: Po liti cal Actors and the Formation of the Postwar Model of Democracy in France, 
West Germany and Italy (New York, 2017), notably pp. 1–10.

13. S. Kalyvas, The Rise of Christian Democracy in Eu rope (Ithaca, NY, 1996); P. Mis-
ner, Social Catholicism in Eu rope: From the Onset of Industrialization to the First World 
War (London, 1991).
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radical, presenting Catholicism as the only agent of a truly demo cratic 
transformation of society.14 But the focus of  these Christian Demo cratic 
groups remained more social than po liti cal, reflecting the way in which the 
notion of the sovereignty of the  people— and more especially the mecha-
nism of representative government— remained anathema to Catholic ways 
of thinking. Moreover,  these groups  were only one, and generally a minor-
ity, ele ment of the more conservative and clerical Catholic politics in the 
pre-1914 era. They operated within Catholic po liti cal movements, such as 
the Centre Party in Wilhelmine Germany or the Catholic Party in Belgium, 
that essentially served as federating structures for the defence of the inter-
ests of the Catholic Church and of the Catholic faithful. As such, their par-
ticipation in parliamentary politics was more pragmatic than principled, 
and remained constrained within the disciplined mentality of the Catholic 
Church, which sought to build a closed and almost ghetto- like Catholic 
community, protected against the heresies of the modern era.15

This instinctive antipathy to the social and po liti cal pluralism of 
democracy was demonstrated by the engagement of large numbers of 
Catholic militants in authoritarian and explic itly anti- democratic move-
ments and campaigns during the interwar years. The principal Catholic 
po liti cal parties, such as the Centre Party in Germany, the  People’s Party 
in Austria and the Catholic Party in Belgium, lost momentum during the 
1920s, as Catholic energies  were absorbed by a wide range of more mili-
tant Catholic movements that defined themselves against pluralist struc-
tures of parliamentary democracy and liberal freedom in favour of the 
construction of a new order based on Catholic values of order and author-
ity.16 The Catholic youth movements, student groups, and the burgeon-
ing world of Catholic periodicals and spiritual organ izations that formed 
the initial basis of this anti- democratic turn within Eu ro pean Catholicism 
acquired a new urgency, and a broader social basis, during the economic 
depression of the early 1930s, when Catholic denunciations of the failures 
of governments and parliaments  were allied with the material grievances 
of middle- class and rural populations. This upsurge in Catholic militancy 
provided much of the energy  behind the replacement of the parliamentary 
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regimes of Austria and Portugal by new corporatist and authoritarian 
constitutions, and also gave momentum to the extreme- right movements 
of the mid-1930s in France and Belgium, as well as to the authoritarian 
regimes that  were established in France, Slovakia, and Croatia in the wake 
of German military victories in 1939–41. Though Catholic militants dis-
tanced themselves from the statist forms of extreme- right politics that 
they associated with fascism, the dominant trend of Catholic po liti cal 
engagement in the 1930s stood emphatically against demo cratic plural-
ism, and in favour of a united national community and a corporatist social 
order in which the contests of electoral politics had been replaced by the 
natu ral units of  family, workplace, and locality.17

Any attempt by the Christian Demo cratic parties that emerged  after 
1945 to claim to be the heirs to a long- standing tradition of Catholic 
demo cratic politics would therefore have entailed what John Hellman has 
termed too much “historical editing” to carry conviction.18 At the same 
time, however, the events of the 1930s and the war years brought about 
significant changes in Catholic attitudes. The emergence of new forms 
of dominant state power in the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, and Fascist 
Italy had prompted intellectuals— and, more hesitantly, the papacy—to 
voice their hostility to such state totalitarianism, especially when it was 
wedded, as in the case of the Third Reich, to the heresies of a scientific 
racism.19 This was reinforced by the experiences of the war. The policies 
of oppression and exploitation implemented by the German authorities 
in much of Eu rope during the early 1940s, most notably the deportation 
of civilian workers to the Third Reich and the large- scale persecution of 
Jewish populations, thrust many Catholic institutions and individuals to 
the fore in the improvised actions of protection and charity that developed 
in many areas of Occupied Eu rope into significant networks of re sis tance 
against the illegitimate use of military and state power.20  These forms of 
engagement forged a new po liti cal language in Catholic ranks. The famil-
iar Catholic emphases on social justice, concern for the sufferings of the 
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poor, and the necessary autonomy of Church institutions from state power 
 were combined with new concepts of individual rights and collective free-
doms. The consequence was a spirit of urgent debate, especially within 
Catholic worker groups and among intellectual circles, in which calls for 
wide- ranging social reforms— what some even began to term a Catholic- 
inspired revolution— was accompanied by a new willingness to work with 
 those beyond Catholic ranks who shared their radical ambitions.21

This also implied a new openness to democracy. Emblematic of this 
evolution  were the writings of Jacques Maritain, who in France in the 
1930s and during his subsequent war time exile in North Amer i ca emerged 
as a prominent exponent of a more positive Catholic vision of democracy 
and of what he termed a personalist social order. Maritain’s starting point 
had been a conventional Catholic hostility to the liberal princi ples of the 
Enlightenment, which had led him in the 1920s to share the sympathy for 
right- wing authoritarian ideas so prevalent in Catholic politics. But, over 
the subsequent years, his hostility to both the totalitarian ambitions of 
fascism and communism and the chaotic individualism of liberalism led 
him to advocate a new Christian- inspired regime of demo cratic rights and 
liberties.22 It would be too simplistic to think of Maritain’s evolution— and 
that of a number of other Catholic thinkers, such as Emmanuel Mounier 
and Augusto Del Noce—as a conversion to democracy. Rather, it reflected 
their wish to invest democracy with a new meaning: what Maritain termed 
“the genuine vital princi ple of a new Democracy, and at the same time of a 
new Christian civilization.”23 Nevertheless, for Maritain and like- minded 
figures, this did mark a break from the counter- revolutionary reflexes that 
had prevailed for so long within Catholicism. Instead of adopting a hos-
tile opposition to the modern world, or somehow seeking to overthrow it 
to restore a neo- medieval social and spiritual order, their ambition was 
to create a modern- facing Catholicism. This was a Catholicism that con-
sciously sought to return to the radical, even revolutionary, traditions 
within Christian teachings by developing a model of Catholic politics 
that was willing to engage with  others, and above all with democracy. By 
accepting a pluralist po liti cal and social structure, Catholic movements 
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would make their values one of the ingredients of the more  human order 
that they intended should emerge from the war.24

This more positive vision of the purposes of Catholic po liti cal action 
had an influence that spread beyond the intellectual circles where it ini-
tially developed. The latter war years, and the subsequent liberation,  were 
a period of considerable debate in Catholic ranks. The aspiration to create 
a new and more open Catholic politics was widely shared among  those lay 
activists, notably in the considerable subculture of Catholic social and spir-
itual organ izations across Eu rope, who during the war had collaborated 
with  people from a wide range of backgrounds.25 But this new spirit did 
not imply a waning of more familiar Catholic attitudes. The confessional 
mindset that prioritized the interests of the Catholic community, and 
more especially its constituent institutions, and looked with distrust on 
other forces—in par tic u lar atheistic liberalism and socialism— remained 
tangible in Catholic ranks. Above all, fears of Communism continued to 
be stoked, by the actions of the Soviet forces in the east of Eu rope and 
what they might presage for the actions of the Communist parties and 
their allies within Western Eu rope. This led some Catholic conservatives 
 towards an ac cep tance of democracy, in the hope that a robust regime 
of demo cratic freedoms constituted the best means of forestalling Com-
munist subversion.26 But this cautious engagement with democracy 
was accompanied too by a surge in loyalty to Church and faith. In 1945 
Catholicism seemed to be more necessary than ever. In Germany, but also 
in many other areas of Eu rope, the Catholic Church and its welfare and 
social organ izations  were among the few institutions that remained stand-
ing at the end of the war. Thus, rather than posing awkward questions 
about the choices made by Church leaders during the war years, most 
Catholics preferred to rally to the reassuring authority represented by the 
Church.27 For many intellectuals and activists the experiences of the war 
years appeared to have been a vindication of Catholic teachings: Eu rope 
had been brought to its nadir by the errors of anarchic individualism and 
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an atheistic cult of the state, from which the only remedy lay in a return to 
the values of Catholicism.28

Thus, Christian Democracy was from the outset a complex amalgam of 
the new and the old. For some Catholics, Christian Democracy represented 
an ambition to engage in a new pluralist politics, while for  others it was 
a new means of articulating the distinctiveness of Catholic values.29 The 
combination of the two was evident in the stance of Pope Pius XII, who in 
his Christmas message in December 1944 expressed his support for what 
he termed “a true and healthy democracy.” This unexpected statement, 
and the break that it appeared to represent from the anti- democratic and 
anti- liberal tone that the papacy had  adopted over the preceding years, 
was in almost  every ele ment more circumspect than emphatic, reflecting 
the careful calculations of interests that lay  behind its genesis within the 
Vatican war time bureaucracy.30 Indeed, rather like the Lateran Accords 
that his pre de ces sor, Pius XI, had signed fifteen years  earlier with the Ital-
ian Fascist regime in 1929, Pius’s Christmas message took the form of an 
implied contract, suggesting that the Church would look with favour on 
the new regime of democracy, so long as that regime proved respectful of 
the interests of the Church, and provided a context conducive to the dis-
semination of Catholic teachings.

Yet, that an authoritarian figure such as Pius— who had played such 
an influential role in the construction of the anti- liberal alliances of the 
Church  after the First World War— should have felt it necessary to make 
this statement was an emphatic indication of how dramatically the po liti-
cal context within which the papacy operated had altered.31 For all of the 
careful pre sen ta tion of the text as a considered statement of doctrine, the 
Christmas message was a rather hasty attempt by the Vatican to catch up 
with how the world had changed. At the time that it was issued, Catho-
lic activists in many areas of Eu rope  were already active in demo cratic 
politics, or  were preparing to become so. The Church therefore had  little 
choice but to follow on  behind  these initiatives, while seeking to encour-
age the new po liti cal groupings to remain loyal to a clear Catholic iden-
tity and, perhaps more especially, to act as the defenders of the interests 
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of the Church. However much Pius might regret it, the time when the 
Church could direct the po liti cal activism of the laity had clearly passed. 
The flowering of po liti cal and social movements, as well as of intellectual 
debate, that had occurred over the previous de cades, and the power ful 
impetus provided by events during the war, had created a much more self- 
confident and articulate Catholic world. This too was a form of democracy. 
The predominantly younger generations of Catholic militants who played 
such a prominent role in the Christian Demo cratic movements during 
the immediate post- war years accepted the authority of the papacy and of 
the Church without being constrained by it.32 They had developed their 
own understandings of Catholic teachings, which they  were  eager to put 
into action, through discussion, organ ization, and activism with fellow 
Catholics, but also with the wider society. Thus, while  there was much 
that remained undefined about the content of Christian Democracy, its 
more immediate importance lay in the way it brought democracy into the 
Catholic world.

For Socialists, the adoption of a demo cratic heritage was, superficially, 
a more straightforward task. The aspiration to build a more democratic— 
namely, equal— society had,  after all, always been a central purpose of the 
Socialist parties that emerged as a power ful presence in much of Eu rope 
in the second half of the nineteenth  century. Moreover, the term “democ-
racy” formed part of the intellectual and emotional heritage of many Eu ro-
pean Socialists, stretching back to the era of the French Revolution of 
1789. The proj ect of socialism, as developed by the fin de siècle generation 
of Socialist leaders such as Jaurès in France or Vandervelde in Belgium, 
was democracy writ large. Rejecting the constraints of liberalism, it com-
bined a language of Marxist pro gress with the achievement of collective 
and individual economic freedom, the victory of secular values of toler-
ance, and the establishment of a po liti cal system based on the full repre-
sen ta tion of working  people. This pre-1914 understanding of socialism 
and democracy as inherently interconnected proj ects had, however, been 
substantially disrupted by subsequent events. The First World War had 
divided Socialist ranks along national lines, while si mul ta neously bringing 
Socialist politicians and trade  unionists into war time government within a 
number of the combatant states. The tensions that the war generated  were 
further complicated by the Bolshevik seizure of power in Rus sia in Octo-
ber 1917, as well as the more short- lived revolutions that occurred across 
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central Eu rope at the end of the war, all of which raised urgent questions 
for Socialists about the relationship between revolution, legality, and the 
exercise of governmental power.

The consequent divisions destroyed the unity of the Socialist move-
ment, and more especially rendered the relationship between democracy 
and socialism considerably more problematic. Its more revolutionary 
tendencies— somewhat precariously unified by the mid-1920s within a 
nascent Communist movement led from Moscow— rejected participation 
in parliamentary politics, in favour of the direct democracy of soviets or 
communes, and, ultimately, the establishment of a single- party regime on 
the Leninist model. Many Eu ro pean Socialists eschewed the Communist 
path, but this did not mean that they  were ready to adopt parliamentary 
reformism. They remained for the most part suspicious of anything that 
might smack of the abandonment of their revolutionary heritage. Yet, 
at the same time, the changes of po liti cal regime that occurred in cen-
tral Eu rope in 1918–19—in which the Socialists and the choices they had 
made often played a significant role—as well as the expansions of the suf-
frage that took place in a number of other Eu ro pean states, transformed 
the Socialists from outsiders to partners in governmental co ali tions and 
municipal administration. Representative democracy, it appeared, had 
arrived as the default template of modern politics at the national and local 
levels, thereby posing with greater acuity than had previously been the 
case the question as to how far Socialist parties should subordinate their 
sectional loyalties to ideology and class to the common or national inter-
est. Moreover, where Socialists did participate in government in the 1920s, 
notably in Britain, Weimar Germany, and Belgium, it was rarely a positive 
experience. The achievement of  limited reforms in fields such as welfare 
was offset by the pervasive hostility with which they  were confronted by 
parties of the right, and by the accusations of betrayal voiced by the revo-
lutionary left.33

As a consequence, for many Socialists, democracy—in the somewhat 
rigid parliamentary form that it assumed in almost all Eu ro pean states 
during the 1920s— came to seem almost like a trap. Especially during the 
intense economic depression of the early 1930s, participation in govern-
ment required them to sacrifice pro gress  towards socialism to the defence 
of the existing cap i tal ist order, while the language of revolutionary change 
was increasingly appropriated by the Communists, and by the leagues and 
parties of the radical right. In response, a number of Socialist parties, such 
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as the SPD in Germany, withdrew from national government, even if they 
often remained an influential presence in local and regional administra-
tions.34 More radically, in the volatile politics of the new Second Republic 
in Spain, the Socialist Party (PSOE) initiated a general strike that in the 
mining region of the Asturias became an outright uprising against the 
right- wing republican government.35 A similar frustration at the limits 
of parliamentarism was evident in the attitudes of a range of socialist intel-
lectuals, such as the neo- socialists in France and the president of the Bel-
gian Socialist Party, Hendrik De Man, who advocated the implementation 
of an economic plan that would use the tools of state power to transform 
the economic base of society.36  These ideas had obvious affinities with the 
proj ects of authoritarian reform being advanced on the po liti cal right at 
the same time.37 Ideas of economic planning tended to marginalize, or 
indeed reject entirely, parliamentary democracy in favour of a revolution 
implemented from above, supplemented by the disciplined engagement of 
mass movements, notably the trade  unions. Only in Sweden did it prove 
easier to combine such proj ects of economic and social reform with par-
liamentary government. The success of the Swedish Socialist Party (SAP) 
in the elections of 1932 enabled it to build a co ali tion government with the 
Agrarians, constructed around a programme of active mea sures to com-
bat the economic depression combined with protectionist mea sures for 
small farmers. Reinforced by a further increase in the vote for the SAP 
at the subsequent elections in 1936, this led to a durable regime of social 
democracy, enacted through parliament but extending well beyond it to 
incorporate corporatist agreements with economic interest groups.38

Elsewhere, however, the relationship between socialism and par-
liamentary democracy remained much more contested. The ruthless 
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consolidation of power by the NSDAP in Germany during 1933, combined 
with right- wing demonstrations in Paris in February 1934 and large- scale 
violent confrontations in the same month between the Austrian Social-
ists and the authoritarian regime of Dollfuss in Vienna and other major 
Austrian cities, created a strong momentum, particularly in France and 
Spain,  towards a broadly based alliance of progressive forces incorporating 
Socialists, left republicans, and Communists. The defence of democracy 
against the fascist threat was a key ele ment of the rhe toric of the Popu lar 
Fronts that emerged as the strongest bloc from the national elections in 
both France and Spain in 1936.39 But converting this vague language of 
democracy into concrete practice proved difficult. In Spain, the Socialists 
chose not to join the Popu lar Front government, but then found them-
selves forced back on an alliance with the Spanish Communist Party, the 
PCE,  after the military uprising against the Republic had plunged Spain 
into civil war.40 In France, the Socialist leader Léon Blum became the 
prime minister of a co ali tion government of Radicals and Socialists (with 
external Communist support) in France in May 1936, but the government 
soon lost momentum in the face of Radical hesitations, social tensions, 
and the increasing threat of war. Blum resigned from office in 1937 and the 
Popu lar Front was effectively dissolved in 1938.41

The failure of the popular- front politics of the 1930s left unresolved 
the stance of Socialist parties  towards democracy. Neither the practice of 
the existing forms of demo cratic power nor the attempts to construct an 
alternative socialist form of democracy had proved fruitful. Instead, by 
the end of the 1930s the Socialists in the few remaining demo cratic states 
of Eu rope seemed to have lost any clear sense of po liti cal purpose or hope 
for the  future. Indeed, with the Francoist victory in Spain in 1939, and 
the subsequent German military victories in Scandinavia, the Low Coun-
tries, and France in the spring and summer of 1940, the very survival of 
socialism as a force in Eu rope appeared to be threatened. With the rare 
exceptions of Sweden and the British  Labour Party’s participation in the 
war time national government in Britain, Socialists had become prisoners, 
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exiles, or at best an entirely marginal po liti cal force. During the war years, 
they  were therefore obliged to rethink the purposes of their action, essen-
tially from the bottom up. Some Socialists  were in exile in London or 
elsewhere, while  others  were working within the bureaucracies of state 
administrations or military forces, or had thrown their energies into the 
burgeoning range of Re sis tance groups and clandestine newspapers. But, 
despite  these variations of context, their ideas  were broadly convergent: 
Socialism needed to move beyond the doctrinal disputes of the past, and 
construct forward- looking and ambitious programmes of reform of state 
institutions and socio- economic structures, which would create a new 
model of activist government, economic modernization, and expanded 
systems of social welfare.42

Quite what place democracy would occupy within the nascent proj-
ect of a post- war socialism remained largely unclear. Unsurprisingly, few 
Socialists in liberation Eu rope  were inclined to dwell on their past expe-
riences of participation in government. References to the interwar years 
risked revivifying still strongly felt divisions, especially in Austria where 
the alliance from 1945 of the Socialists of the SPÖ with the former Chris-
tian Socials, who had supported Dollfuss’s authoritarian regime, obliged 
them to abstain, a few somewhat guarded comments aside, from referring 
to the violent conflicts of the 1930s.43 Much the same was true in Ger-
many, though the leader of the SPD, Kurt Schumacher, recently released  
from a Nazi camp, did allow himself to point out that “all the other par-
ties needed the war potential, and the supremacy of anglo- saxon suprem-
acy in order to discover that their hearts  were set on democracy. But we 
did not need this. We would be demo cratic even if the En glish and the 
Americans  were fascists.”44 Such partisan point scoring was, however, 
relatively rare. Instead, Eu ro pean Socialists preferred to link together 
past, pre sent, and  future in a somewhat unconvincing chain of continuity, 
by adopting the familiar rhe toric of a “road” or “transition” to socialism. 
Thus, the Belgian Socialists declared blandly at their victory congress in 
June 1945 that “la victoire de la démocratie sera celle du socialisme” (the 
victory of democracy  will be that of socialism), while the Czechoslovak and 
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Austrian Socialist parties both  adopted the almost identical formulation 
that “democracy is our road, socialism is our aim.”45 Quite how the one 
would lead to the other remained, however, more an article of rhetorical 
faith than a concerted plan.

How Socialists and Christian Demo crats related their past strug gles 
to their pre sent situation mattered to both leaders and militants, as it 
invested their post- war activities with a sense of the historical rectitude of 
their cause. But of more immediate importance  were the nature and inter-
nal content of the democracy that they chose to espouse. Much, in this 
re spect, remained to be defined. Democracy was an unbounded territory 
in 1945, upon which all of the po liti cal parties sought to imprint their par-
tic u lar emphases: the radicalism of popu lar sovereignty on the one hand, 
or the controlling hand of law on the other; effective authority on the part 
of the state, or the protection of the rights of the individual.  These  were 
not simply divisions that defined one party from the other, or the po liti-
cal left from the right; they  were also vis i ble within the newly launched 
po liti cal forces at the liberation, and more especially the Socialists and 
the Christian Demo crats. Both lacked a settled po liti cal programme seek-
ing to pick their way between the dictates of the moment, pressures from 
their militants and potential electors, the initiatives of their opponents, 
and the logics of their own convictions. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the 
path  towards self- definition, and especially  towards their understanding 
of democracy, was slow. It was only once the politics of post- war Eu rope 
had acquired a recognizable shape in much of Western Eu rope, around 
1947–48, that Socialists and Christian Demo crats arrived at a clear sense 
of their relationship to democracy.

This was especially so among the Eu ro pean Socialists.  There was 
no common starting point for the vari ous Socialist parties in Eu rope at 
the end of the war. The complex legacies of the recent past  were further 
complicated by the diff er ent po liti cal contexts in which—in the west and 
particularly in the east— they operated.46 Not surprisingly, therefore,  

45. Conway, Sorrows of Belgium, 183–84 (Belgian Socialists’ quotation); Myant, Social-
ism and Democracy, 122 (Czechoslovak Socialists’ quotation); Herz, “Compendium of Aus-
trian Politics,” 588 (Austrian Socialists’ quotation); De Graaf, “Eu ro pean Socialism,” 346.

46. This is the principal thesis of J. De Graaf, Socialism across the Iron Curtain: Social-
ist Parties in East and West and the Reconstruction of Eu rope  after 1945 (Cambridge, UK, 
2019).



[ 182 ] chapter three

the vari ous attempts made by the Socialist parties to arrive at a redefini-
tion of their purpose on the  whole resulted in them falling back on reaf-
firming past statements—as in the case of the decision of the Austrian 
Socialists to readopt the Linz programme of 1926—or adopting anodyne 
compromise formulae that offered  little by way of programmatic con-
tent, as in the case of the French Socialist Party, the SFIO.47 For all of 
their repeated statements that the  future did indeed belong to them, 

47. Kreichbaumer, Parteiprogramme, 61–62; Saage, Erste Präsident, 330–32; B. D. 
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figure 6. The visual universe of democracy: election posters on wall in Rome in 
1948. Hulton Deutsch/Corbis Historical via Getty Images
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the Socialist parties had considerable difficulty in articulating a vision 
of their purpose that went beyond somewhat empty statements of the 
need for a more just and demo cratic social order. This hesitation owed 
much to their ner vous ness as to the actions of  others. Outside of Scan-
dinavia, Socialist parties felt threatened from the right by the Christian 
Demo crats,  behind whom they detected a co ali tion of vari ous reaction-
ary forces, and from the left by the Communists, who appeared to be 
better placed than the Socialists in appealing to the patriotic legacies of 
the Re sis tance and posing as the defenders of the working class. Con-
sequently, socialism tended to define itself less in terms of what it was, 
than in contradistinction to what it was not.

The most urgent priority for the Socialists in most countries was to 
respond to the Communists, and more especially the pressing overtures 
from Communist parties to participate in common electoral lists, popular- 
front co ali tions, or indeed to fuse in a single party. In some cases, the 
Socialists did opt to work with the Communists, most notably in Italy, 
where the majority Socialist grouping led by Nenni concluded a Popu lar 
Front with the PCI.48 But elsewhere Socialist parties chose to distance 
themselves very consciously from the Communists. This was a choice 
pushed forward by the urgent pressure of international events, but above 
all by the determination on the part of Socialist party leaders and trade 
 unionists to drive the Communists and their allies out of the positions of 
local and institutional power that they had acquired, or, in their minds, 
usurped, during the war years and the liberation.49

This orga nizational strug gle came to define the ways in which most 
Eu ro pean Socialists thought. Hostility to Communism provided a short 
cut  towards the definition of a socialism that was demo cratic and western, 
by juxtaposing it against a communism that they defined, conversely, as 
totalitarian and eastern.50 In this way, Eu ro pean Socialists came to see 
themselves as the embodiment of a par tic u lar demo cratic tradition, which 
they insisted was inseparable from socialism. In the words of Giuseppe 
Saragat— the leader of the anti- Nenni Socialists who broke away to form 
the PSLI, the Partito Socialista dei Lavoratori Italiani, in 1947— socialism 
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was “the highest form of po liti cal democracy”—la forma più alta della 
democrazia politica.51 This rhetorical elision of socialism and democracy 
was an omnipresent feature of Socialist discourse in the post- war era, and 
formed the basis of the founding declaration of the new (anti- Communist) 
Socialist International in 1951: “Without freedom  there can be no social-
ism. Socialism can be achieved only through democracy.”52 This formula 
contained considerable scope for nuance, between  those who emphasized 
the transformative force of socialism and  those who defended the legal-
ity of democracy; but, for most, it served as a substitute for any more 
complex definition of their attitude to democracy. In language that 
echoed the rhe toric of the pre-1914 years, the Austrian SPÖ in its new 
programme published in 1958 presented socialism as the fullest expres-
sion of democracy: “Sozialismus ist vollendete Demokratie.” Their goal 
was the achievement of an “uneingeschränkte politische, wirtschaftliche 
und soziale Demokratie”— a comprehensive po liti cal, economic, and social 
democracy.53 The economic and social components of this definition of 
a socialist democracy  were relatively easy to define: the introduction of 
Keynesian mea sures of economic management, combined with the estab-
lishment of more extensive structures of social welfare, rapidly became 
part of the standard agenda of Eu ro pean Socialist parties  after 1945.54 But 
what was much less clear was its po liti cal form. Especially in the immedi-
ate post- liberation period,  there was a clear ambition among Socialist activ-
ists and intellectuals to rethink the nature of a demo cratic politics, and to 
move, as one Berlin SPD figure put it in 1946, from a passive democracy 
to an active one.55 Power needed to be returned to the  people, through 
the achievement of an open and participatory democracy— what one Ital-
ian Socialist termed a democrazia integrale— that would value  human and 
spiritual freedom as much as material living standards.56

The difficulty with such aspirations was that they conflicted with the 
top- down restructuring of Eu ro pean states that took place  after the lib-
eration. That pro cess allowed for universal adult enfranchisement, but 
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not much more by way of “the creative tasks of citizenship.”57 In practice, 
therefore, the Socialists very rapidly became a party of the po liti cal sta-
tus quo and of the governing system, rather than of a demo cratic revolu-
tion.58 Thus, for example, in its new programme, the SPÖ made much of 
the party’s commitment to the defence of democracy against the dicta-
torship represented by both fascism and communism, but offered  little 
beyond modest mea sures of workplace participation in terms of citizen-
ship.59 This absence of a substantive vision of a new demo cratic order 
reflected the power structures within the Eu ro pean Socialist parties. For 
all their ambition that the new or renovated structures of the Socialist 
parties would be demo cratic organ izations based on a mass membership, 
the power of policy- making and of patronage was emphatically focused in 
small elites of officials and po liti cal leaders, who ensured that the regional 
and local federations operated  under their firm control.60

The difficulties that the Socialists encountered in giving expression to 
a new demo cratic definition of their purpose contrasted with the much 
more emphatic and confident tone of the Christian Demo cratic parties 
in the post- war years. As predominantly new po liti cal formations  eager 
to distance themselves from the conservative and clerical Catholic parties 
of the past, the Christian Demo cratic parties of the 1940s used the state-
ments of party ideology that they drew up in the immediate aftermath of 
liberation to pre sent the outlines of a democracy that would be new in 
spirit and content.61 Newness in this context was, however, something 
of a double- edged tool. It enabled the Christian Demo crats to pose as the 
advocates of an inclusive spirit of democracy that would move beyond 
the po liti cal realm to incorporate the wide- ranging social reforms that 
had long formed a staple ele ment of social Catholic rhe toric.62 But new-
ness was also a means of advocating an exclusively Catholic definition of 
democracy, one that differed from  those long espoused by liberals, Social-
ists, and Communists. Thus, in contrast to the “démocratie illusoire” of 
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 these other po liti cal traditions, Christian Democracy would build a genu-
ine democracy, defined by Catholic teachings.63

Quite what this Catholic democracy would consist of was often left 
unclear, and the programmatic statements tended to be longer on general 
rhe toric than on specific commitments. It was easy, however, to detect 
the caution that often lay  under the surface of this new- found demo-
cratic language. Some figures, notably  those associated with the review 
Esprit in France or around Giuseppe Dossetti in Italy, envisaged Christian 
Democracy as a radical force that would ally with the Socialist or even, 
in a few cases, the Communist left to bring about a much wider po liti cal 
and, above all, spiritual refounding of con temporary society.64 But  there 
 were also plenty of more conservative voices, who found in the new lan-
guage of Christian Democracy what the prominent German theologian 
Romano Guardini termed rather carefully “a fortunate unity of order and 
freedom.”65 A concern for order, combined with other code words such as 
justice and the need to protect law and the rights of property, was a means 
of signalling, in the uncertain po liti cal climate of the immediate post- war 
years, that Christian Democracy would reject proj ects of radical change 
in favour of reinforcing state authority and social order.66 Taking their 
cue from Pius XII’s Christmas message of 1944,  these conservative voices 
rejected what they regarded as the fallacious liberal notion of the sover-
eignty of the  people. Modern history, such voices argued, had provided 
ample evidence that the untrammelled expression of the  will of the  people 
led only to dictatorship or revolution; instead, Christian Democracy would 
combine a demo cratic spirit with re spect for the natu ral units of society 
and, above all, for the teachings of the Church.67

The confident rhe toric of Christian Demo crats in the mid-  and 
late 1940s therefore served to gloss over many nuances of emphasis. 
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Differences of generation, social class, and of intellectual formation  were 
all apparent in their attitude to what democracy was, and what it might 
be. Such diversity was not, however, necessarily a weakness; indeed, one 
of the strengths of Christian Democracy in the immediate post- war years 
lay precisely in the way in which it avoided too precise a definition of its 
ideology and goals. In contrast to the Socialists, whose central ideas and 
preoccupations  were all too familiar to many Eu ro pean electors, Christian 
Democracy had the advantage of presenting itself as a new po liti cal force, 
in which voters could find what they wished to find. This vagueness—or, 
perhaps more precisely, its multifaceted character— helps to explain the 
surges in electoral support for Christian Demo cratic parties that occurred 
notably in France, Belgium, and Italy in the immediate post- war years, as 
they garnered votes from a range of voters left orphaned by the po liti cal 
changes of the previous years. The satirical reformulation by the Commu-
nists of the initials of the French MRP in 1945 as the “Machine à ramasser 
les pétainistes”— Machine for Reuniting the Pétainists— 68 was only ever 
a partial truth, and disguised the extent to which the party acquired a 
genuinely cross- class and inclusive character during the first years of the 
Fourth Republic.69 But, as the rapid electoral decline of the MRP during 
the 1950s demonstrates, lack of definition could also become a prob lem. 
As the fluidity of the politics of the immediate post- liberation years gave 
way to the more settled electoral and social frontiers of the 1950s, so Chris-
tian Demo cratic parties  were obliged to make clearer choices as to the 
nature of the demo cratic order that they advocated.

This change of gear in liberation politics from the potentialities of the post- 
war moment to the more settled patterns of national and local demo cratic 
politics took place at diff er ent speeds in the states of post- war Eu rope. 
In much of Western Eu rope, it had largely occurred by the end of 1947, 
while in West Germany it could only fully take place  after the inaugura-
tion of the Federal Republic in 1949. Everywhere, however, it was rein-
forced by the twin forces of economic recovery and the Cold War, which 
had the combined effect of diminishing the spectrum of po liti cal possibili-
ties while also moving the practice of democracy from the languages of 
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constitutional and social change to the incremental and material priorities 
of the pre sent and the  future.

This transition from the exceptional to the (newly) normal changed the 
terms of po liti cal discourse among Christian Demo crats and Socialists. 
With the marginalization of the Western Eu ro pean Communist parties 
as potential actors and allies, so the available range of po liti cal choices 
narrowed to diff er ent variants of the centre- right and the centre- left. Con-
sequently, Catholics and Socialists  were primarily concerned to maximize 
their support among  those they thought of as their core social constitu-
encies, as well as among  those unaffiliated voters— often perceived to be 
largely female and lower  middle class— who  were believed to occupy the 
centre ground of the po liti cal spectrum.70 The pragmatic priorities of elec-
toral politics did not efface the under lying differences between Socialist 
and Christian Demo cratic definitions of democracy, but they made the 
terms of po liti cal debate more material and concrete. Democracy ceased 
to be a po liti cal world to be  imagined, and became a proj ect to be built 
through policies intended to bring about a demo cratic society. This was 
rarely straightforward, and led the parties to develop policies on issues 
such as welfare provision, housing, and taxation that would have divergent 
impacts on diff er ent social groups.

This posed a par tic u lar challenge for the Christian Demo cratic par-
ties. Given their cross- class composition, they  were often obliged to arbi-
trate between the conflicting material interests represented within their 
own ranks— and their federal institutional structures—by Catholic trade 
 unions, farmers’ leagues, and a range of professional and sectional inter-
est groups.71 Christian demo cratic parties chose to celebrate this social 
diversity as a symbol of their inclusivity. As the leader of the ÖVP Julius 
Raab declared in a speech to the party in 1952, the  People’s Party was the 
defender— the Wellenbrecher, or wave- breaker—of the interests of the 
“ little man” against economic change and the power of the state.72 This 
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was a language that had a par tic u lar appeal to the populations of rural and 
small- town Eu rope. Concern for the material interests of farmers was rarely 
far from the surface of post- war Eu ro pean politics,73 and the Christian 
Demo cratic parties established themselves as the guardians of the social 
and economic welfare of Western Eu rope’s many small- scale farmers. Pro-
tection of agricultural prices against the vagaries of market forces was com-
plemented by favourable taxation regimes and inheritance laws, as well as 
by the deployment of state resources to bring infrastructural development— 
roads, electricity,  water pipes, and new schools—to rural areas.74

This same combination of cultural rhe toric and material support was 
evident in the way that Christian Demo cratic parties appealed to the values 
of a property- owning democracy, contrasted against the supposed collec-
tivizing ambitions of the Socialist and Communist left. “Eigentum macht 
frei” (Property makes  people  free), declared arrestingly the Austrian ÖVP 
in its party programme of 1958, promising to spread the benefits of prop-
erty owner ship to ever larger sections of the population.75 Central to this 
vision, and more especially its future- oriented language of democracy, was 
the issue of housing. The construction of  family homes was the material 
expression of the new, and demo cratic, society that Christian Demo crats 
 were bringing into being.76 By mobilizing state resources— national and 
local—to build millions of new homes, Christian Demo crats  were respond-
ing to the aspirations of many voters, but also giving expression to the 
long- standing preoccupation with the  family that had long been a strong 
ele ment of the cultural and pastoral identity of the Catholic faith. By pro-
viding a supportive material framework for  family life, through new hous-
ing, a panoply of social- security mea sures, health systems, and schooling, 
the Christian Demo crats  were creating a  family democracy, focused on the 
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interests of female voters as the primary custodians of the well- being of 
 children and of the  family.77

 There was much in this preoccupation with provincial Eu rope, prop-
erty, housing, and the  family that could easily seem backward looking 
at a time when economic and cultural changes  were rapidly transform-
ing the day- to- day realities of Eu ro pean life. But, at its most effective, 
Christian Democracy served as an effective amalgam of material ambi-
tions with the security of the familiar. It enabled voters to move  towards 
the opportunities of a new  future while retaining the social stability that 
they had regained  after the often traumatic disruptions of the war years. 
“Keine Experimente!” (No experiments!)— the famous slogan chosen by 
the Christian Demo crats, the CDU, for the German federal election cam-
paign of 1957, and often deployed on posters together with a reassuring 
grandpaternal image of the party leader and federal chancellor Konrad 
Adenauer— was a message, complete with the injunction provided by the 
exclamation mark, that had a par tic u lar resonance in a Germany still 
recovering from the trauma of the war years. But it was also typical of 
the careful combination of  imagined conservative values and present- 
and future- minded effective governance that characterized Christian 
Democracy.78

Much the same was true of the relationship between Christian Democ-
racy and Catholicism. Many of the major Christian Demo cratic parties in 
post- war Eu rope, most notably in West Germany and the Netherlands, 
 were explic itly non- confessional, incorporating Protestant figures into 
their ranks, and emphasizing the Christian rather than the specifically 
Catholic inspiration for their policies. Nevertheless, across the broad band 
of Catholic territories from the Low Countries through western Germany 
to Austria and northern Italy, the embeddedness of the parties within the 
social and associational structures of Catholicism was emphatic, reflect-
ing the prominence of the Catholic Church and its affiliated mass organ-
izations in local life in many of  these areas in the post- war years.79 Most 
Christian Demo crat leaders  were, however, at pains to express their in de-
pen dence from the Church. They wished to avoid the clerical politics of the 
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recent past, and  were aware of the need to appeal beyond the ranks of the 
conventionally faithful to the larger swathe of voters for whom an identifi-
cation with Catholicism formed part of an amalgam of social and cultural 
values. Christian Demo cratic parties therefore preferred to avoid explic-
itly confessional language, in favour of more inclusive references to Chris-
tian heritage and beliefs. The models of a specifically Catholic- inspired 
po liti cal system that had proliferated in preceding de cades  were largely 
abandoned. Instead, the parties accepted the norms of the new demo cratic 
constitutions, while using their presence in national and local government 
to ensure that the new po liti cal regime did not limit the freedom of action 
of the Church and its institutions, notably schools.80

The success of this rhe toric of democracy with its interlinking of the 
languages of freedom, of Catholic- inflected social values, and of indi-
vidual opportunity was, thus, a mixture of the ideological and the more 
simply material. It drew on the considerable heritage of Catholic po liti-
cal and social thought, but more importantly converted  those ideas 
into an evolving set of policies— what Kees van Kersbergen has termed 
“social capitalism”— calibrated to appeal to a cross- class co ali tion of sup-
porters.81 In this way, it also fostered a new relationship between the 
parties and their electors. The somewhat pejorative sense of clientelism 
that often characterizes studies of Christian Democracy fails to do jus-
tice to the way in which the parties operated in their electoral heartlands 
as a two- way intermediary between voters and the state. They certainly 
built electoral loyalty by distributing the resources of the state to their 
voters, but they also provided a channel for the requests of communities 
and of specific social constituencies to reach the offices of the local and 
national state.82

This was a model of responsive politics that the Socialist parties 
strug gled to emulate. They  were, as we have seen, more rigid institutions, 
constrained both by a loyalty to their own histories and by the vested 
interests represented within their institutional structures. The Socialists 
 were certainly conscious of the need to reach out to new social constitu-
encies. The historic languages of class politics, and of secularism,  were 
toned down  after 1945 and subsumed in a more inclusive concern for all 
working  people, of both town and country, as well as of the  middle classes, 
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who would work together in what the former exile from Nazism Ernst 
Fraenkel termed a “collective democracy.”83 The ambition, as expressed 
in the decision of the Dutch Socialists to rename their party more inclu-
sively as the Partij van de Arbeid, the Party of Work, in 1946, was to reach 
beyond the strictly economic sphere to build an all- encompassing demo-
cratic society.84 If the legislation introduced by the British  Labour gov-
ernments between 1945 and 1951 served as a partial inspiration for such 
ideas, it is nevertheless striking how absent explicit borrowings from 
British models  were from Eu ro pean Socialist statements. Neither the uni-
versal princi ples of the welfare state nor the nationalization of key indus-
tries featured prominently in post- war Socialist programmes. Instead, 
they advocated systems of social insurance, corporatist structures of tri-
partite negotiation between the representatives of employees, employers, 
and the state, and above all the benefits of a state- directed framework of 
economic planning.85

Planning, in all its forms, became a key ele ment of post- war Social-
ist policies. In contrast to the emphasis placed by the Christian Demo-
crats on freedom and autonomy, Socialists looked to the institutions of 
the state to create “a new demo cratic order” that would avoid the waste 
and conflict inherent in an un regu la ted capitalism.86 Sweden was a cen-
tral example, and wider inspiration, of this mentality. The combination of 
institutionalized corporatist negotiation of wages and employment con-
ditions, comprehensive social- welfare provision, and investment in proj-
ects of modernization enacted by the Socialist governments of Sweden 
came close to providing an ideal model for other Socialist parties, who 
 were often less aware of the domestic opposition provoked by high taxa-
tion rates and a substantial state bureaucracy.87 For Tage Erlander, who 
served as prime minister of Sweden from 1946 to 1969, the overriding 
goal was to create what he termed a “strong society,” by which he meant, 
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in fact, a strong state, both national and local, which would be able to 
provide for the ever increasing range of needs that citizens could not sat-
isfy through their own efforts.88

As the Swedish case indicated, this preoccupation with the benefits of 
planning all too easily subordinated democracy to the priorities of organ-
ization and provision. If the state was the best means of identifying and 
meeting the needs of society, what purpose was served by allowing the 
 people a say in this pro cess, especially if this risked giving voice to sec-
tional interests or reactionary prejudices?89 In the rather stark formula-
tion of the veteran Austrian Socialist Karl Renner, democracy constituted 
the “Prinzip der Organisation, der geordneten Zusammengliederung 
von Millionen Individuen eines modernen Volkes zu der Gemeinschaft 
Staat.”90 This vision of the  people’s ordered participation in the state 
reflected the par tic u lar context in which Renner was speaking in 1946, 
at a time of considerable social chaos in Austria. But it was redolent of 
the state- oriented mentality of Socialist policies in the post- war de cades. 
Renner emphasized in the same speech the need for a modern bureau-
cracy to be responsive to the  will of its citizens;91 but for him and many 
other Socialists the driving force  behind the creation of a rationally 
or ga nized society was the state rather than its citizens. As the Belgian 
Socialist Party, the PSB, declared in its 1965 programme, “dans le cadre 
et par les moyens d’une démocratie parlementaire, il est pos si ble, par 
étapes successives, de réaliser progressivement une véritable démocratie 
économique et sociale.”92

What this vision of beneficent state action risked excluding was 
any larger purpose. Images of happy families, new concrete apartment 
blocks, and the bridges and underpasses of modern urban transport sys-
tems served well as rec ords of the achievement of municipal socialism.93 
But Socialist leaders became increasingly conscious during the 1950s of 

88. Ruin, Tage Erlander, 214–21; Berman, Primacy of Politics, 196.
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Bürokratie” (22 February 1946), in Für Recht und Frieden, 196.

91. Renner, 199–205.
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ble to achieve gradually in successive stages a true economic and social democracy”: Parti 
socialiste belge, Programme pour les élections législatives de 1965 (Liège, [1965]), 3.

93. SPÖ Wien, Bericht 1959, 15–26.



[ 194 ] chapter three

the need to articulate a message that responded to the aspirations of a 
more educated and complex society.  There needed to be a more thor-
oughgoing renewal of socialist ideas, if socialism was not to sink into 
what one group of dissident French Socialists termed “les sables de la 
prospérité,” the sands of prosperity.94 The language of renewal was omni-
present in socialism in the late 1950s and early 1960s, prompted by a rec-
ognition that, in much of Eu rope, Socialist parties had become confined 
within a “30 per cent tower,” drawing a large majority of their votes from 
certain socially and geo graph i cally defined constituencies.95 In response 
to repeated electoral defeats, the challenge for the left was to lop off what 
the French group termed the “branches mortes du socialisme” in order to 
create policies that could mobilize a broader basis of electoral support.96

The most striking demonstration of this perceived need for renewal 
was the adoption by the German SPD of a new party programme at its 
conference in Bad Godesberg in 1959. In common with the doctrinal 
restatements issued by a number of other Socialist parties during the 
1950s, the Bad Godesberg statement has often been presented as a deci-
sive rupture: the moment when the SPD fi nally shook itself  free from 
the nineteenth- century Marxist paradigm of revolution in order to adopt 
a more flexible social democracy that accepted the existing economy and 
society in order to reform it.97 In truth, the programme did not entirely 
support this interpretation. The impulse for its adoption had been the fail-
ure of the SPD in the elections of 1953 and 1957 to defeat the Christian 
Demo cratic government of Konrad Adenauer. This provided an opportu-
nity for reformist voices within the party, such as Willy Brandt and Ernst 
Fraenkel, to advocate their idea of a less rigid definition of socialism; but 
the programme, as it was  adopted, was very much a compromise text in 
which new emphases on social inclusivity and reformist governance coex-
isted with formulae that reflected the party’s Marxist heritage.98

94. C. Bruclain, Le socialisme et l’Eu rope (Paris, 1965), 103.
95. Stöss, Politics against Democracy, 97; Lösche and Walter, SPD, 88–94, 140–46; 
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The new language of social democracy  adopted at Bad Godesberg was 
therefore rather less than it seemed. It gestured to the wider German 
society that the SPD was willing to embrace more technocratic meth-
ods of governance and economic management. The objective, however, 
remained the familiar one of bringing about a new economic and social 
order.99 Above all,  there was no substantive discussion of democracy. The 
Bad Godesberg programme repeated the orthodoxy that “Socialism can 
be realised only through democracy and democracy can only be fulfilled 
through Socialism”;100 but, apart from vague commitments to  human 
dignity and freedom of thought, the content of this democracy remained 
vague. Where  there was innovation in Socialist ranks throughout Western 
Eu rope was in the adoption of a language of freedom. This was partly 
prompted by events in the Communist east, most notably the brutal sup-
pression of the Hungarian uprising in 1956. This had fi nally led the PSI in 
Italy to break its alliance with the Communist Party, and its leader Nenni 
thereafter became an eloquent advocate of a more participatory democ-
racy, based on the liberty of the individual.101 But freedom was also a 
term that conveyed wider cultural and po liti cal meanings, indicating the 
wish of Socialist parties to break away from austerity and collectivism. 
Thus, for example, the new party programme published by the Dutch 
Partij van de Arbeid in 1951 was entitled De Weg naar Vrijheid— The way 
to freedom— intended to express a future- oriented vision of socialism.102 
However, as this programme and the one subsequently  adopted by the 
SPD at Bad Godesberg both demonstrated, this ambition continued to be 
conceived of as a freedom provided by the state— most obviously in terms 
of material prosperity and comprehensive welfare provision— which was 
in turn guaranteed by it. Only the actions of what the SPD termed “a truly 
civilized state”— a Kulturstaat— could provide the path to the achieve-
ment of socialism, and a full democracy.103
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Socialist thinking about democracy seemed to be caught in an eter-
nal loop, as indicated by François Mitterrand’s bland statement, when 
launching the programme of the new Parti socialiste in France in 1972, 
that “socialism is the accomplishment of democracy” (le socialisme est 
l’accomplissement de la démocratie).104 More innovative ideas circulated 
outside of policy- making circles; but the wider ambition of the “exten-
sion of democracy,” often voiced by socialist intellectuals in the post- war 
years, remained a remote goal, and one hindered by the Socialists’ com-
mitment to the frameworks of parliamentary and municipal democracy, 
and their more immediate goals of the delivery of economic growth and 
social reforms.105 This was not, however, a shortcoming specific to the 
Socialist parties. Christian Demo cratic programmes too had become by 
the end of the 1950s digests of policy initiatives and infrastructure pro-
grammes, often lacking a wider purpose.106 In that sense, democracy 
had become for Socialist and Christian Demo crats alike more a method 
of governance than an objective to be achieved. The complexities inher-
ent to modern government, as well as the technical nature of the eco-
nomic and social prob lems that governments sought to address, pushed 
to the margins of po liti cal debate the larger question of what a democ-
racy should be.

Dialectical history is perhaps rightly unfashionable. Nevertheless, the 
notion that post- war Eu ro pean democracy developed out of the com-
petition between Socialist and Christian Demo cratic definitions of the 
term contains a certain truth. The democracy that they made was more 
than the sum of the two principal parts that composed it. In its inspira-
tion, and more especially in its construction over the roughly twenty 
years following the Second World War, the Western Eu ro pean concep-
tion of democracy melded together ideas and techniques that derived 
from both of  these po liti cal ideologies. In  doing so, it brought within the 
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demo cratic camp the two principal po liti cal traditions that remained 
standing  after the destructive conflicts of the war years. This construc-
tion of a common, or shared, demo cratic space did not make democracy 
a neutral formula: Western Eu ro pean democracy remained strongly 
marked both by its anti- communism, and by its distrust of other demo-
cratic models. But the Socialist and Christian Demo cratic contest for 
owner ship of democracy had, by the end of the 1950s, undoubtedly 
become more akin to a collaboration. While the dictates of electoral 
rivalry at both the national and more local levels remained, this com-
petition lacked the harder edges of mutual antipathy and ideological 
disagreement. Democracy, as its critics increasingly complained, was 
becoming by the late 1950s a self- contained game, in which the new 
techniques of advertising and opinion polling  were deployed by the 
major po liti cal parties to try to gain a marginal electoral advantage over 
their opponents.107

This dissatisfaction with the limits of democracy, and more espe-
cially with the perceived absence of a more substantive spirit of demo-
cratic debate, became ever more vocal during the 1960s. However, 
its origins  were more profound than simply the actions of the major 
po liti cal parties. Socialists and Christian Demo crats did indeed share a 
vested interest in the demo cratic pro cess, as it had taken shape in the 
years since the war, and neither showed any substantive interest in the 
possibility of radical reform. They  were not, however, unique in this 
regard. Indeed, much of the explanation of the success of democracy as 
a po liti cal system in Western Eu rope lay in the way in which it drew into 
its pro cesses a wide range of actors— state officials, technicians, trade 
 unionists, and employers, among many  others. In addition, however, 
 there  were the  people. The focus in this chapter has been largely on 
the party- political elites. But  there is another story, which is that of the 
gradual population— one might be tempted to say colonization—of the 
demo cratic structures by the  people. Kept at a careful distance from 
the pro cess of regime construction  after the war, the  people  were sub-
sequently allowed into the demo cratic pro cess as voters and as citizens, 
and as they did so they adapted it to their needs. Like the new blocks of 

107. See, for example, J. Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, UK, 1989). The wider 
mood of dissatisfaction with the limits of post- war democracy is discussed in chapter five; 
see pp. 262–69.
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apartments and suburban  houses that multiplied on the edges of Eu ro-
pean towns and cities in the post- war years, so democracy changed its 
appearance and content once it was populated by the  people. It is to this 
story— that of the consumption of democracy— that we  shall turn in the 
next chapter.
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ch a pter four

Living Democracy
state pow er,  cl ass,  gender,  a nd 
the consu mption of democr ac y

the democr acy of the post- war era was always about much more 
than politics. The perceived failures of the interwar years that hung so 
heavi ly over the proj ect of democracy- building  after 1945 suggested that 
democracy could not be simply a po liti cal system. It also had to be a way 
of managing social conflicts, of building communities at all levels of soci-
ety, and of providing employment and housing, as well as of creating new 
ways of living, and of living together.  These goals  were ambitious, but not 
utopian. They rested on the assumption that the construction of a stable 
demo cratic politics in Eu rope would not be achieved overnight, or by the 
stroke of a legislative pen. It would be a longer- term pro cess, which would 
take place over a  couple of generations and would require the fostering 
of democracy as a way of life among po liti cal leaders and state officials 
as well as among citizens. Above all, the commitment of the  people to 
democracy could not be assumed; instead, it had to be fostered by encour-
aging Eu ro pe ans to un- learn the bad habits of their past, and by encour-
aging new attitudes to citizenship in the population in general, and more 
especially among the young. Writing at the end of the war, the Danish 
university professor Hal Koch captured well the new spirit of a democ-
racy that would be about more than politics, declaring that “the essence of 
democracy is characterized not by voting, but . . .  by developing a sense of 
re spect for the common interests of the community.”1

1. Quoted in Jakobsen, “Inventions and Developments,” 320. See also p. 137.



[ 200 ] chapter four

It is this broader conception of democracy that gives the de cades  after 
1945 their wider character. Democracy was not so much a po liti cal struc-
ture as a proj ect of a new model of society. Thus, the re- establishment of 
demo cratic constitutions in Eu rope at the end of the war was regarded, 
almost universally, as only a beginning; it had to be supplemented by a 
more substantial pro cess of demo cratic transformation, which would 
bring about what another Danish writer, Alf Ross, termed “the Demo-
cratic Way of Life.”2 Especially in retrospect, this wider goal has tended to 
be seen in tacitly radical terms: expectations that the war would lead to a 
more egalitarian society through reforms to systems of education, health, 
and welfare  were frustrated by the resurgence of more  conservative forces 
as well as by the Cold War.3 This, however, was only one aspect of the proj-
ect of democracy- building  after 1945. Moreover, equality was on the  whole 
less impor tant than universalization. Through the creation of a demo cratic 
citizenry, all of whom possessed the same rights and a common mental-
ity, the states of Eu rope would achieve what Ross termed “psychological 
democracy.”4

The building of this demo cratic culture was a longer and more com-
plex pro cess than the po liti cal changes that followed the Second World 
War. Many Eu ro pe ans had, of course, long regarded themselves as demo-
cratic, albeit not always in ways that accorded with the preferences of their 
rulers. For many  others, however, especially  those who had experienced 
only the fascist and authoritarian regimes of the recent past, democracy 
was initially less a  matter of conviction than a new form of conformism, 
imposed by military defeat and foreign conquest. For  these Eu ro pe ans, 
 there was no sudden conversion to democracy. Instead, what happened 
in the roughly twenty- five- year period from the end of the war to the late 
1960s is perhaps best regarded as a pro cess of gradual acculturation. At 
diff er ent speeds and by diff er ent paths, a large majority of Western Eu ro-
pe ans came to feel at home in democracy, and began to practise democ-
racy for themselves.

This evolution was based on a gradual but nonetheless real change in 
values. The Allied victory in 1945 marked not only the demise of a certain 
authoritarian politics, but also of forms of thought and of behaviour that 
had remained prevalent in many areas of Eu ro pean society over the previ-
ous de cades. In par tic u lar, the society that emerged in Eu rope  after the 

2. A. Ross, “What Is Democracy?” 55–57.
3. Eley, Forging Democracy, 287–91.
4. A. Ross, “What Is Democracy?” 55.
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Second World War was less formal and hierarchical in its social mores. 
Notions of the natu ral hierarchies of race, class, age, and gender that had 
long formed part of the way in which many Eu ro pe ans interacted with the 
world around them did not dis appear, but they did recede. Authority and 
deference  were replaced by new forms of social interaction, ways of liv-
ing, and by a new emphasis on demo cratic forms of social behaviour and 
language, often associated rather superficially with American values.5 
Eu ro pe ans behaved  towards one another in a newly demo cratic way. At 
the same time, however,  these ideas of civic universalism— expressed most 
obviously in the ac cep tance of female suffrage in  those socie ties where it 
had not formerly prevailed— were accompanied by a need for restraint and 
re spect for the rule of law. The new spirit of liberty in 1945 was always 
rather carefully and firmly  limited. The constitutions,  legal systems, and 
other reforms of the post- war era brought new freedoms for many Eu ro-
pe ans, but they  were also more tangibly constrained by a wider culture of 
governance and education that prioritized values of obedience and social 
responsibility. Eu ro pe ans might be freer, but they  were also required to be 
better behaved.

This was most evident in the centrality assumed by the state in the lives 
of its citizens. The post- war reassertion of the modern hierarchy of gov-
ernment, by which directives descended forcefully from the centre while 
the petitions of communities and of individuals ascended rather less read-
ily in the opposite direction, did much to define the character of post- war 
democracy. The states of Western Eu rope  were primarily governed democ-
racies, in which the rapid expansion in the financial, technical, and  human 
resources of the state and the assertion of its privileged status above the 
other institutions of society  limited the collective and individual in de pen-
dence of citizens. Thus, while the state was the provider and facilitator of 
many new benefits to the population, it was also emphatically their ruler.

Nor did the constraints on freedom come only from the managerial 
ambitions of the state.  There was a conservative, even conformist, charac-
ter to daily life in the 1950s, as reflected in the definition of gendered social 
roles, the primacy accorded to the  family, and to explicit and implicit codes 
of moral rectitude. This narrowing of the permitted margins of behaviour 
owed much to the actions of the state and of  those social institutions, such 
as the churches, that regarded themselves as the arbiters of social norms; 

5. R. J. Pulju,  Women and Mass Consumer Society in Postwar France (Cambridge, UK, 
2011), 155–57; B. Bonomo, “Dwelling Space and Social Identities: The Roman Bourgeoisie, 
c. 1950–80,” Urban History 38 (2011): 285–98.
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but they came also from within Eu ro pean society.  Whether as a result 
of the pervasive trauma of the war years, or of wider trends inherent to 
modern socie ties, Eu ro pe ans appeared  eager to retreat into the cultivation 
of the private, the domestic, and the personal.6 The frequently stated 
desire  after the war to return lives and the fabric of society to “normal” was 
always somewhat double- edged.7 Normality meant an end to the excep-
tionalism of war time and the manifold forms of state duress, large and 
small, caused by the mobilization of citizens in the ser vice of the nation, as 
well as the rediscovery of forms of private freedom symbolized by the emo-
tional importance attached to the return to the home and the reunification 
of families. But it also implied an end to the anarchic freedoms and forms 
of licence that had developed as a consequence of the disruptions of war-
time.  There was a wish to rein in the perceived permissiveness of the war 
years, which manifested itself through the reassertion of norms of behav-
iour, and of the hierarchies of generation and of gender. But it continued 
too into the post- war de cades. Unmarried  mothers, disruptive teen agers, 
homosexual men and  women, the mentally ill, and immigrants with diff er-
ent social customs  were all groups for whom the freedom of the post- war 
years was often constrained by a lack of wider societal tolerance.8

The new democracies  were therefore more equal in their formal struc-
tures than in their social real ity. The reassertion of bound aries of race, gen-
der, sexuality, and age,  after the more fluid and often chaotic experiences 
of the war years, was reinforced by the evolving but per sis tent inequali-
ties of social class. Western Eu rope emphatically remained a class society 
 after 1945. The rapid economic growth that occurred during the post- war 
years generated new forms of affluence, but  these  were distributed in ways 
that reinforced pre- existing class divisions. In par tic u lar, the post- war 
years witnessed a resurgence in the fortunes of the  middle class.  Whether 
assessed in terms of its material prosperity, its influence within and over 
government, or its wider social and cultural ascendancy, the  middle class 
was the dominant social class of the post- war era. The economy, po liti cal 
life, and the resources of the state  were all aligned in ways that served 
the interests of the  middle class, which itself was expanding and chang-
ing as a consequence of pro cesses of economic and social modernization. 
Other groups, too, benefited from  these changes. In par tic u lar, in much 

6. Judt, Postwar, 256, 275–77.
7. Chapman, France’s Long Reconstruction, 2; Pulju,  Women, 3.
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of Western Eu rope the reform of agricultural production  after 1945 led to 
a rapid fall in rural populations and to the creation of a more prosperous 
farming class, protected by national and subsequently Eu ro pean forms of 
financial assistance and trade barriers. Conversely, the workers of Eu rope 
bore the brunt of the far- reaching technological and economic transfor-
mations of the post- war de cades. Some proved able to take advantage of 
 these changes, while many  others found their skills to be redundant or 
their working conditions to have been eroded. The much- expanded social- 
welfare structures of the post- war era mitigated to some extent the impact 
of  these swings in fortune for individuals and families. But the welfare 
system, too, reflected the inequalities of post- war Eu rope by reinforcing 
par tic u lar models of  family organ ization and tying certain benefits, such 
as pensions, to income. Thus, welfare was always more about security than 
equality, acting as a shock absorber against misfortune while respecting 
the structural inequalities of the wider society.

Democracy in post- war Eu rope therefore always had a defined social 
shape, which constrained participation in it. Nevertheless, the de cades 
 after 1945 do stand out as the period when millions of Western Eu ro pe-
ans felt that they  were freer than they had ever been. This sentiment had 
much to do with the wider demobilization that accompanied the arrival of 
peace; but it also reflected the way that many Eu ro pe ans felt more able to 
make choices about their lives, in the private and public spheres. In  doing 
so, they became accustomed to the new demo cratic norms, and to adapt 
them within their own lives. This sense of “being demo cratic” was far from 
entirely new. Ever since the nineteenth  century, many Eu ro pe ans had been 
exposed to democracy, sometimes as enfranchised citizens, but more tan-
gibly through their membership of trade  unions, economic organ izations, 
and the other associations of civil society.9 This gathered pace during 
the interwar years, initially through the inauguration of new demo cratic 
constitutions but also through the rapid expansion in mass movements. 
Coupled with the development of new forms of economic consumerism, 
this created new spaces for the social practice of democracy. As a conse-
quence, Europeans— especially the majority who  were also  women— were 
becoming demo crats in their daily lives even as in national politics parlia-
mentary regimes  were being replaced (often through demo cratic votes) 
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by authoritarian and fascist regimes.10 The dichotomy that this created 
between state authoritarianism and the daily habits of democracy was an 
under lying feature of the dictatorships of the 1930s and the war years. 
Europeans—as in the case of Nazi Germany— often seemed disconcert-
ingly willing to abandon the freedom to engage in demo cratic politics, but 
they  were much less willing to surrender more personal and immediate 
freedoms: to dress how they wanted, to listen to the  music they liked, and 
to choose how (and with whom) they lived their lives. This almost instinc-
tual reluctance to surrender individual freedoms and preferences for the 
sake of state- defined goals was generally unpo liti cal, and could indeed 
coexist with sympathy for some variant of authoritarian politics. But it 
reflected the way in which Eu ro pe ans had become accustomed to making 
decisions for themselves, and among themselves.11

This gap between the social practice and the po liti cal real ity of democ-
racy narrowed  after 1945, but it did not dis appear. For most Eu ro pe ans, it 
was the former— the democracy of their daily lives— that was more imme-
diately impor tant to them. The denial of individual choices during the 
state controls of war time gave way to a somewhat anarchic mood of hedo-
nism as Eu ro pe ans caught up with the opportunity to be  free.12 More 
durably, however, the determination of many Eu ro pe ans to live their own 
lives— a phenomenon often referred to by the somewhat problematic term 
of “individualism”— contributed powerfully to the way in which demo-
cratic norms embedded themselves in Western Eu ro pean socie ties during 
the subsequent de cades. Eu ro pe ans had not, for the most part, chosen 
democracy in any meaningful sense  after the war, except in the way in 
which many central Eu ro pe ans voted with their feet by leaving territo-
ries  under Soviet control. But the somewhat formal character of post- war 
democracy matched the disabused mood of populations who  were for the 
most part less concerned with serving the state or influencing its po liti-
cal proj ects than with ensuring that the state was willing to address their 
needs and other wise leave them alone.

10. S. Reynolds, France between the wars: Gender and Politics (London, 1996), 204–21; 
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The truce in relations between rulers and ruled was often fragile. The 
rulers rarely listened very attentively to their electorates, and in many 
cases chose to ignore them in the belief that they knew best. Moreover, 
the momentum of modern state administration caused governments to 
engage more closely in the regulation of the lives of their citizens than 
many Eu ro pe ans would have wished. In domains as diverse as tax admin-
istration, public health, building regulations, and employment practices, 
the expanding resources of local and central government enabled much 
closer administration of citizens than had previously been the case. In the 
longer term, this sense of an enduring gap between Eu ro pe ans and their 
rulers— the language of “us” and “them” that recurred in popu lar discourse 
and attitudes13— contributed to the po liti cal tensions that came to the 
fore during the 1960s, as well as to the language of hostility to politics 
and to the po liti cal class that emerged from the 1970s onwards.14 But 
 little of this was apparent in the immediate post- war years. Eu ro pe ans did 
not welcome state interference in their lives, and often exploited infor-
mal means of circumventing it. In an ideal world, many would prob ably 
have preferred to be left alone by government, but they also recognized the 
material benefits that the state brought to them, their families, and their 
communities. Especially in the years of post- war reconstruction, the state 
appeared to provide more than it took, blunting popu lar resentment of 
state control, and encouraging a temporary armistice in the long- running 
conflicts between public institutions and their citizens. Each, it seemed, 
had come to accept the existence of the other, and this too contributed to 
the demo cratic stabilization identified by Aron.15

At the outset, however, democracy was emphatically about government. 
As de Gaulle put it with characteristic forcefulness on his arrival in newly 
liberated Paris in 1944, his task was to ensure “Republican order  under the 
control of the only valid authority, that of the state”— l’ordre républicain 
sous la seule autorité valable, celle de l’Etat.16 Few other post- war rul-
ers would have put it so bluntly, but their actions suggested they believed 
de Gaulle to be correct. Legitimized from below by the demo cratic 

13. L. Wylie, Village in the Vaucluse, 3rd ed. (Cambridge, MA, 1974), 206–10; Allum, 
Politics and Society, 93–100.

14. Chiarini, “Antipolitica in Italia,” 13–16. See also pp. 302–3.
15. Raymond Aron, “Institutions politiques de l’occident,” 11–15.
16. Quoted in Andrieu, “CNR,” 73.
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mandate of its citizens and from above by its responsibility for the defence 
of the nation, the state was an institution quite literally in a class of its 
own. It was the provider of security, welfare, and education, the agent of 
economic prosperity, the constructor of transport networks and public 
buildings, the arbiter of social conflicts, and the indefatigable admin-
istrator of many aspects of daily life from the collection of taxes and 
the regulation of commercial businesses to the registration of cars, and 
 people. So much of this activity might now appear natu ral that it is 
worth emphasizing that much of it was also novel. States had done much 
hitherto, but never on such a scale and with such thoroughness. Indeed, 
compared with the well- ordered and at times almost invisible authority of 
the state in post- war Eu rope, the often chaotic and overstretched struc-
tures of power that characterized the communist and fascist states of the 
preceding de cades appear to have had something of the character of an 
improvisation.17

The rapid expansion in state power was the dominant fact of the post- 
war age. Between 1950 and 1973, government spending  rose from 27.6 
to 38.8 per cent of the gross domestic product in France, and from 30.4 
to 42 per cent in West Germany.18 Exceptionally for a period without 
major wars, the share of national income taken by the state in the form 
of taxation  rose steadily in Western Eu rope across the post-1945 de cades, 
generating a new culture of state prosperity.  There  were still rich  people 
and institutions in Eu rope, but the wealthiest of them all was the state.19 
This enabled the state to do more— most obviously in the field of welfare— 
but also to employ more  people. The state became the dominant employer, 
generating millions of manual and administrative posts and drawing in 
a large proportion of the new generations of skilled gradu ates emerging 
from higher education.20

This conquest of Eu ro pean society, in the west and—it should be 
remembered— even more dramatically in the east, was all the more 
remarkable given the weakness of state authority in many areas of Eu rope 
around the point of liberation. The de facto collapse of the power of state 
institutions to control what took place on their territory in the mid-1940s 

17. See, for example, Y. Gorlizki and H. Mommsen, “The Po liti cal (Dis) Orders of Stalin-
ism and National Socialism,” in Beyond Totalitarianism: Stalinism and Nazism Compared, 
ed. M. Geyer and S. Fitzpatrick (Cambridge, UK, 2009), 41–86.

18. Judt, Postwar, 361.
19. F. Lynch, “Harmonization through Competition?: The Evolution of Taxation in 

Post- War Eu rope,” in Global Debates about Taxation, ed. H. Nehring and F. Schui (Basing-
stoke, UK, 2007), 116, 126.

20. Judt, Postwar, 360–62; Finer, Major Governments, 1–2.
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was, of course, most emphatic in the defeated states; but it extended 
too to liberated territories from Norway to Greece, where governmental 
authority and a more generalized culture of obedience to the state had 
to be restitched into the patterns of daily life.21 However, the post- war 
expansion in the resources and reach of the state was also the continua-
tion of trends that stretched back to at least the First World War, and had 
given rise to the proj ects of state reform and modernization undertaken 
during the 1930s. In part,  these initiatives had provided the inspiration 
for the New Order regimes of the war years, notably in Vichy France; and 
their legacy was all the more apparent in the speed and energy with which 
a cohort of technically minded bureaucrats set about planning and sub-
sequently implementing proj ects of reform at the end of the war.22 A 
continuity of innovative ideas, derived variously from the New Deal in the 
United States, war time campaigns (in both the Allied and Axis camps), 
and American- led proj ects of post- war reconstruction, above all the Mar-
shall Plan, created a new confidence among state bureaucrats as well as 
among a wide range of non- Marxist intellectuals, that the state alone had 
the capacity and the ideas to act as the comprehensive problem- solver for 
modern society.23

In the immediate post- war years, this dramatic forward march in state 
power appeared predominantly to be in conflict with democracy.24 The 
repressive force of the police (and in extremis the military) in imposing 
a state- defined order on in de pen dently minded populations took power 
away from  people and invested it in a state authority that in its structures 
and mentality was consciously impervious to popu lar demands. Nor did 
this attitude dis appear once the immediate circumstances of liberation 
had receded. Encouraged by the remobilization brought about by the Cold 
War, state authorities increased and modernized their security resources, 
supplementing conventional policing with internal intelligence structures 
intended to identify and neutralize potential sources of subversion. By 
the 1950s, this reinforcement of the repressive resources of the state had 
effectively eliminated not only any possibility of a Communist- inspired 
seizure of power but also ensured that the regular occurrence of industrial 
conflict in the post- war years did not acquire the wider social momentum 

21. See pp. 37–38.
22. Nord, France’s New Deal, 98–141. See also the con temporary comments in the col-

lective work by the state officials who constituted the Club Jean Moulin: L’état et le citoyen 
(Paris, 1961), 25–26.

23. Scott- Smith, “Par ameters of Discourse,” 440–44.
24. This is the principal theme of Chapman, France’s Long Reconstruction, esp. 2–5.
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that in the 1920s and 1930s had overwhelmed the forces of order on the 
streets of many Eu ro pean cities. For the first time in Eu rope’s modern 
history, the resources of the state had decisively outstripped  those of the 
 people, investing Western Eu ro pean states in most circumstances with 
a routine ability to control their citizens, and defeat direct challenges to 
their authority.25

The state was, moreover, an increasingly autonomous institution. One 
of the principal ambitions of the democracy- builders of the immediate 
post- war years was to create a more hierarchical and efficient state struc-
ture that would avoid the politicization, corruption, and consequent inef-
ficiency that it was widely believed had hampered governance across the 
preceding de cades.26 This implied placing the institutions and, particu-
larly, the personnel of the state at a certain distance from, or more exactly 
above, society. Rather than being close to the  people, the state officials 
of the post-1945 era aspired to be a separate caste, who by virtue of their 
elitist education, their technical skills, and their professional responsibili-
ties formed a self- contained world.27 This mentality was not anti- popular, 
but their methods and instincts  were very diff er ent from  those of demo-
cratic government. Rather than being the courtiers or servants of demo-
cratically elected politicians, their self- appointed task was to act as the 
technical agents of effective government. This implied seeing further, 
and knowing better, than both elected office- holders and the mass of the 
 people. Majorities, as Michel Debré commented dismissively in 1948, 
 were necessarily conservative;28 while the responsibility of state bureau-
crats such as himself was to understand complex prob lems and to devise 
solutions that  were beyond the comprehension or abilities of the mass 
of the  people. This was a vision that doubly prioritized the state: most 
immediately as the defender of order, but also as the agent of change, 
enacting the radical changes that had proved so difficult to bring about 
by other means.29

25. Mencherini, Guerre froide, grèves rouges, esp. 81–85; House and Macmaster, Paris 
1961; H. Reiter and K. Weinhauer, “Police and Po liti cal Vio lence in the 1960s and 1970s: 
Germany and Italy in a Comparative Perspective,” Eu ro pean Review of History: Revue 
européenne d’histoire 14 (2007): 373–95. See also p. 90.

26. See pp. 64–66.
27. Hitchcock, France Restored, 2; Kuisel, Capitalism and the State, 255–57; E. Sulei-

man, Politics, Power and Bureaucracy in France: The Administrative Elite (Prince ton, NJ, 
1974).

28. M. Debré, “La véritable faiblesse de la démocratie” (1–2 September 1948), repub-
lished in République et ses problèmes, 33–34.

29. V. Spini, I Socialisti e la politica di Plano (1945–1964) (Florence, 1982), 7–17.
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The prob lem with  these attitudes was that they could become an alibi 
for a rational authoritarianism. As Pierre Mendès France commented 
in a speech in 1955, it was all too easy for the state to regard the  people 
as the real obstacle to rational government: “L’Etat,” he declared with a 
characteristic touch of rhetorical exaggeration, “dans son comportement, 
semble redouter le citoyen, le traiter comme un adversaire, un gêneur, un 
ennemi.”30 State officials had become an enlightened elite, behaving, as 
Anton Pelinka ironically observed at the end of the 1960s, according to the 
precept often attributed to Emperor Joseph II: “Alles für das Volk, nichts 
durch das Volk” (Every thing for the  people, nothing by the  people).31 This 
mentality found its expression in the post- war preoccupation with plan-
ning. The exigencies of war time that had, in effect, separated many state 
officials, both within Eu rope and outside, from po liti cal control fostered 
an enthusiasm in state circles for visions of state- led proj ects of change. 
Initially focused on the immediate goals of national reconstruction, the 
methods of planning—of looking beyond the immediate and consciously 
seeking to shape the  future— were subsequently extended to economic 
policy- making as well as to a wide range of social prob lems. The urgent 
needs of housing, the modernization of the transport infrastructure and 
of energy resources, and the reconversion of sectors of heavy industry— 
most notably coal and iron— were all domains where in the immediate 
post- war years state officials found fertile territory for planning the  future. 
They also possessed new skills to do so. The rapid adoption and imitation, 
throughout Western Eu rope, of techniques of assembling and analysing 
data on a wide range of subjects, as well as of predicting  future challenges 
and needs, meant that almost for the first time, the bureaucrats of the 
post- war years knew what they  were  doing.  These new managerial tools 
of sophisticated financial management of the economy, statistical analy-
sis, and methods of urban planning  were tools that worked. But they all 
served to distance the planners from the  people. They spoke their own 
language, devised complex bud getary plans, and moved and acted in min-
isterial bureaucracies and parastatal organ izations that  were remote from 
demo cratic, or still less popu lar, control.32

30. “The state seems in its behaviour to fear the citizen, treating him as an opponent, 
an obstruction, or an  enemy”: Mendès France, “Crise de la démocratie,” 82.

31. Pelinka and Welan, Demokratie und Verfassung, 55. Regarding the origins of the 
phrase, see notably I. Plattner, “Josephinismus und Bürokratie,” in Josephinismus als Auf-
geklärter Absolutismus, ed. H. Reinalter (Vienna, 2008), 61.

32. Mioche, Plan Monnet; Pulju,  Women, 3–9; J. Foreman- Peck, “Eu ro pean Indus-
trial Policies in the Post- War Boom: ‘Planning the Economic Miracle,’ ” in Industrial Policy 
in Eu rope  after 1945: Wealth, Power and Economic Development in the Cold War, ed. C. 
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Planning was therefore part of a wider change in the dominant ethos 
of government. The  legal and organic meta phors of the recent past  were 
replaced by a new fashion for  those of engineering, which encouraged a 
pervasive mindset of functionalism, whereby the  people  were the some-
what abstract objects of solicitude by a well- intentioned army of tech-
nicians who had become the necessary agents of pro gress.33 Thus, for 
example, the vast housing programmes of the post- war years  were devised 
and implemented according to carefully designed calculations of the spa-
tial needs of the  people, but with  little reference to the preferences of  those 
who would live in them. As one official in the rapidly expanding city of 
Toulouse was reported to have commented in 1957: “Works of urbanism 
require firmness— history shows this— and one  shouldn’t become overly 
agitated at the opposition between public and private interests.”34 Only 
once the female official placed in charge of housing policy by de Gaulle 
de cided to or ga nize a consultative referendum in 1959 on the design of 
apartments did the planners discover that the  people in fact wanted larger 
kitchens, in which families could eat together, and bedrooms with greater 
privacy.35

The methods and mindsets of planning  were not just an alternative to 
the transience of po liti cal  will or popu lar preferences; they  were also, albeit 
less explic itly, a means of countering market forces. Economic freedom sat 
rather awkwardly within the culture of post- war democracy. The liberty 
accorded to citizens to spend their money as they pleased, and in par tic-
u lar to enjoy secure owner ship of their property, formed a prominent ele-
ment of how Western Eu ro pean democracies defined themselves as  free, 
especially in contrast with the Communist east.36 But the unpredictable 
tides of market forces, and the way they subordinated the national interest 

Grabas and A. Nützenadel (Basingstoke, UK, 2014), 13–47; Lidegaard, Short History of 
Denmark, 206–9.
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36. This was perhaps most especially so in West Germany. See E. Car ter, How German 
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to  factors beyond state control, or indeed to an irresponsible and increas-
ingly international cohort of business corporations, provoked widespread 
unease. The neoliberal belief that became dominant in western socie ties 
from the 1970s onwards that market forces provide the most effective and, 
indeed, the most just means of allocating scarce resources within a  free 
society was almost entirely unvoiced in intellectual circles or, more espe-
cially, within the corridors of government during the post-1945 de cades. 
Even among  those neoliberal figures, such as Friedrich von Hayek, who 
in the immediate post- war years asserted the rights to private property 
and individual freedom in the face of what they regarded as the pervasive 
notions of socialism and planning,  there was a general ac cep tance that 
the classical liberalism of the past was dead: competition could operate 
only within a framework established and guaranteed by an effective but 
self- limiting state.37 Market forces therefore needed to be tamed— much 
like the many rivers turned to constructive purpose by the hydroelectric 
schemes of the post- war years.38 As Herman Finer argued in his response 
to Hayek’s war time polemic in 1946, no government could abandon the 
resolution of social and economic prob lems to “the competitive system . . .  
irredeemably caught in the dark tangled wood of its own egoisms, hostili-
ties, frictions and rigidities.”39

Such language, and the emotions it conveyed, was of course a legacy 
of the  Great Depression of the 1930s, responsibility for which was widely 
believed to have rested with the selfish actions of industrial and financial 
groups, exacerbated by the inaction of the state authorities and central 
banks. In response, a new transnational world of experts had appeared, 
often out of the legacies of the institutions of the League of Nations, pos-
sessed of new tools of economic and financial planning, and determined 
to pre- empt any return to the fatalism of the past.40  These officials, and 
the international institutions that they populated  after the war, would 
work with state officials, financial elites, and an increasingly technocratic 
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as meta phor, see the perceptive comments in F. Sejersted, The Age of Social Democracy: 
Norway and Sweden in the Twentieth  Century (Prince ton, NJ, 2011), 217–18.
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[ 212 ] chapter four

cadre of man ag ers of industrial enterprises to direct the engine of eco-
nomic growth.41 As a Swedish Social Demo crat, Gunnar Adler-Karlsson, 
put it in 1967: “All the parties of the economic pro cess have realized that 
the most impor tant economic task is to make the national cake grow big-
ger and bigger;  because then every one can satisfy his demanding stomach 
with a greater piece of that common cake.”42 The pursuit of this common 
economic purpose— what French planners termed an économie concertée— 
certainly did not imply the abolition of  free enterprise. Rather, this cap i-
tal ist freedom would be both essential and relative. It provided the neces-
sary stimulus of business competition and the means by which consumers 
made choices as to which vacuum cleaner or radio to buy; but it should not 
dictate how states determined their economic priorities.43

As this assertion of the state over market forces indicates, govern-
ment was, according to the logic of the times, best directed from above: a 
“Demokratie von oben,” to quote Pelinka again,44 conducted in a sphere 
that lay above public opinion or the lobbying of par tic u lar interest groups. 
This manifested itself in the energy that po liti cal and bureaucratic elites 
invested in the construction of institutions of Eu ro pean cooperation in the 
two de cades following the Second World War. The rather sudden trans-
formation of Eu rope from an arena of diplomatic and military rivalry to 
one of economic cooperation undoubtedly constituted one of the most 
striking features of the post- war era.45 In part, this change reflected 
the exhaustion of national antipathies, and the understandable wish of 
Eu rope’s post- war leaders to get beyond the narrow nationalism that 
they believed had been the under lying cause of the successive wars of 
Eu rope’s recent history. However, this new- found enthusiasm for Eu ro-
pean collaboration also had other attractions. In par tic u lar, it provided 
a new screen upon which state officials, politicians, and business figures 
could proj ect their visions of a  future of integration and modernization. 
It was this rather flexible potentiality of Eu rope that explains the enthu-
siasm and energy that developed around the multiple plans for Eu ro-
pean integration in the  later 1940s, primarily across the borderlands of 
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north- western Eu rope.46 A logjam in transnational cooperation appeared 
to have been broken  after 1945, enabling the implementation of policies 
that  were impossible to bring to fruition within the more- contested struc-
tures of national politics. By evacuating complex dossiers of industrial 
reform and of support for agriculture from the national po liti cal arena to a 
higher level of interstate decision- making, Eu ro pean integration appeared 
to offer a means of addressing  these issues through the rational princi ples 
of economic planning, insulated from the pressure of vested interests.

This was especially so for the predominantly Christian Demo cratic 
leaders of Western Eu rope in the 1950s. By temperament and conviction, 
they saw in the emergent institutions of Eu rope a model of post- war rec-
onciliation, and of consciously moderate policy- making, which responded 
to their po liti cal aspirations. In that sense, they became— and in retrospect 
 were keen to pre sent themselves as— convinced Eu ro pe ans. This espousal 
of Eu rope was, however, also for them a  matter of calculation. In par tic-
u lar, they recognized the advantages, both for their parties and for their 
nations, in pooling their resources within a new infrastructure of Eu ro-
pean institutions.47 Thus, although the emergence of this transnational 
sphere of decision- making eroded national sovereignty, it also provided a 
new means of buttressing the practices of the state authorities, by enabling 
Eu ro pean po liti cal elites and state bureaucrats to resolve prob lems across 
nation- state bound aries.48

What was less clear, as we have already seen in chapter two, was 
 whether such practices of Eu ro pean decision- making  were in any sense 
demo cratic. Eu ro pean integration served many purposes  after 1945, but 
the sovereignty of the  people was not foremost among them. Indeed, by 
reinforcing a sphere of governance remote from electoral pressure or effec-
tive demo cratic sanction, the EEC and its satellite institutions served to 
diminish further the powers of national parliaments, and by extension of 
the voters. But that is not how it tended to be seen at the time. The sign-
ing of the Treaty of Rome in 1957 had relied on a rather fragile po liti cal 
conjuncture, in which the ascendancy of a group of like- minded Christian 
Demo cratic leaders was an impor tant ele ment.49 Over the subsequent 
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48. A. Milward, The Eu ro pean Rescue of the Nation- State (London, 1992).
49. See notably Kaiser, Christian Democracy, 191–252.
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years, however, Eu ro pean integration gained increasingly broad po liti cal 
support, within and without the frontiers of its founding states. Part of 
its appeal was pragmatic: as a manifesto of a reform- minded group of 
French Socialists declared in 1965, the Eu ro pean institutions provided the 
best means of countering the dictatorship of market forces, and carry ing 
out effective policies of social reform.50 But it also rested on the convic-
tion widely shared among many po liti cal figures of the 1950s and 1960s 
that the proj ect of Eu ro pean integration was in itself an expression of 
democracy. As the Austrian Socialists, the SPÖ, commented in a phrase 
in 1958 that would become a commonplace in Eu ro pean po liti cal rhe toric 
over the subsequent years, they  were committed to the “Schaffung der 
demokratischen Gemeinschaft der Vereinigten Staaten von Europa.”51

The prob lem with  these optimistic formulations of the demo cratic 
character of a unified Eu rope was that they  were, quite literally, adjectival. 
The newly bonded  union of the EEC— which, it must be recalled, com-
prised only a minority of the demo cratic states of Western Eu rope prior to 
its expansion in the 1970s— was assumed to be demo cratic simply  because 
its constituent states  were demo cratic.  There was therefore no attempt to 
import demo cratic practices into the Eu ro pean institutions; on the con-
trary, they became a focus for the energies of successive generations of 
reform- minded officials, for whom the partially depoliticized and dena-
tionalized culture of government of the Eu ro pean institutions offered the 
prospect of rational decision- making removed from the distortions gener-
ated by national interests and popu lar pressures. The embodiment of such 
attitudes was Jean Monnet, who migrated in the 1950s from his work on 
the French Plan to a larger stage as the head of the new Eu ro pean Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC). His speech at the inauguration of the ECSC in 
Luxembourg in August 1952 well expressed this mentality, declaring that 
“Nous exercerons nos fonctions, en pleine indépendance, dans l’intérêt 
général de la Communauté [i.e., the ECSC]. Dans l’accomplissement de 
nos devoirs, nous ne solliciterons nous n’accepterons d’instruction d’aucun 
gouvernement ni d’aucun organisme et nous nous abstiendrons de tout 
acte incompatible avec le caractère supranational de nos fonctions.”52

50. Bruclain, Socialisme et l’Eu rope, 103–36. Bruclain was a pseudonym for a collective 
of younger Socialists.

51. “The creation of the demo cratic community of the United States of Eu rope”: [SPÖ], 
“Neue Parteiprogramm,” 290. See also pp. 143–45.

52. “We  will exercise our functions in full in de pen dence, and in the general inter-
est of the Community. In undertaking  these responsibilities, we  will neither seek nor 
accept instructions from any government or organ ization, and we  will avoid engaging in 



living democr acy [ 215 ]

Consequently, the Eu ro pean institutions of the 1950s and 1960s tended 
to replicate, in a more exaggerated form, the patterns of bureaucratic rule 
evident at the national level. The logics of rationalization, modernization, 
and integration that dominated Eu ro pean decision- making from the for-
mation of the ECSC onwards rested on a culture of experts who, as a con-
sequence of their vantage point above nation- state bound aries, felt confi-
dent in their ability to act in de pen dently of vested interests.53 Like all such 
legitimizing ideologies, this notion of the technocratic neutrality of Eu ro-
pean governance was of course largely a myth. National interests retained 
a power ful influence over Eu ro pean decision- making; and, just as power 
migrated from the national to the Eu ro pean level, so too did the actions of 
interest groups, for whom the new transnational institutions often became 
more reliable conduits for sectional lobbying than did national parlia-
ments. But the image of the Eu ro pean institutions, powerfully expressed 
through the self- conscious modernity of the concrete buildings built to 
 house them in Brussels, was emphatically of a new culture of government, 
in which disorderly demo cratic practices had been replaced by the edifice 
of rational administration.54

Unsurprisingly, therefore, the British Marxist academic Ralph 
Miliband was able to begin his critique of the role of the state in an 
advanced cap i tal ist society, published in 1969, with the emphatic state-
ment that “more than ever before, men live in the shadow of the state. . . .  
It is to an ever greater degree the state which men encounter as they con-
front other men.”55 As a consequence of this enormous and irreversible 
growth in state power, Miliband argued that citizens had ceased to be 
the masters of their own affairs. Except on  those exceptional days when 
they  were called upon to vote for their elected representatives, the  people 
 were not so much the sovereign body of Rousseauian dreams, as the man-
aged subjects of a state authority that no individual could afford  either  
to ignore or to challenge.56 The state had become an unavoidable real- 

any actions incompatible with the supranational character of our functions”: Monnet, 
Mémoires, 438–39. See also K. Schwabe, Jean Monnet: Frankreich, die Deutschen und die 
Einigung Europas (Baden- Baden, 2016), 261–63.

53. W. Kaiser and J. Schot, Writing the Rules for Eu rope: Experts, Cartels and Interna-
tional Organ izations (Basingstoke, UK, 2014), 1–19.

54. J. Habermas, The Lure of Technocracy (Cambridge, UK, 2015), 3.
55. R. Miliband, The State in Cap i tal ist Society (London, 1969), 1. See also the almost 

con temporary comments of Félix Ponteil in Les bourgeois et la démocratie sociale 1914–1968 
(Paris, 1971), 401.

56. Re. the concept of the managed, see Wegs and Ladrech, Eu rope since 1945, 158–80.



[ 216 ] chapter four

 ity in  people’s lives, assuming efficient responsibility for many tasks that 
communities had formerly done rather less efficiently by themselves, or 
which had not been done at all. This functional dynamic by which the 
modernization of Eu rope’s socio- economic structures generated an ever- 
increasing need for the administrative and problem- solving capacities of 
the state changed Eu ro pe ans’ attitudes to the state, and also their under-
standing of democracy. The executive authority of the state had expanded 
far beyond effective control by the  people’s elected representatives,  either 
national or local, creating instead a state- oriented po liti cal culture in 
which individuals, communities, and interest groups clustered around 
the institutions of the state bureaucracy.57 This was perhaps most evi-
dent in rural areas, where the post- war invasion of state ser vices brought 
rural communities into a much more direct relationship with the state 
and its officials. Electricity, new roads, and schools, as well as subsidies 
for agricultural production,  were all resources that rural notables could 
win for their communities through timely lobbying.58 But this culture of 
negotiation with the representatives of the state was effectively universal, 
as trade  unions, industrial organ izations, professional bodies, churches, 
charities, and voluntary associations  were all drawn  towards the state 
as a consequence of the resources it possessed, as well as its wider abil-
ity through legislation and administrative mea sures to set the terms of 
economic and social life.

This gave rise to a widespread sense that the very nature of democracy 
had changed. The crisis of the Fourth Republic in France, Léo Hamon 
observed in a perceptive piece of instant history published in 1958, arose 
from the way in which the po liti cal parties had remained wedded to a 
parliamentary conception of democracy, denying the state the freedom of 
action demanded in a modern society.59 Elsewhere, however, the parties 
had come to recognize the need to subordinate their partisan interests to 
the wider purpose of a state- led democracy. The adversarial electoral poli-
tics of times past, when some parties had been in government and  others 
 were in opposition, appeared to have been replaced by what the influential 
Dutch po liti cal scientist of the 1960s Arend Lijphart termed “consocia-
tional democracy.” According to Lijphart, the modern business of govern-
ment had in effect become a “ grand co ali tion,” whereby every body had a 
share of power, and demo cratic politics consisted of negotiation between 

57. Habermas, Structural Transformation, esp. 179–80. Re. Habermas, see also 
p. 262.

58. Sarti, Long Live the Strong, 238–39; Wylie, Village in the Vaucluse, 223–27.
59. Hamon, De Gaulle, 22–24.
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elites representing the diff er ent ele ments of segmented and plural socie-
ties.60 The danger, however, as Lijphart admitted, was that the very com-
plexity of this machinery of negotiation would result in immobilism, and 
even disaffection from a demo cratic pro cess seemingly unresponsive to 
public opinion. “We vote,” as one disabused citizen of Naples commented 
to an interviewer in 1963, “but nobody ever changed anything with his 
vote.”61 Many Eu ro pe ans, one suspects, would have heartily agreed; but 
voting was only one means by which citizens could make their views felt. 
The states of post- war Western Eu rope had become complex entities— 
and the object of study by a developing discipline of po liti cal scientists— 
composed of overlapping bodies, and susceptible to lobbying by a wide 
range of interest and pressure groups.62 Consequently, the practice of 
democracy became less a  matter of counting the votes cast by citizens at 
elections or by their representatives in parliament than a more opaque 
pro cess of negotiation and rivalry between corporate bodies, which took 
place around the perimeter of the state. Politicians, local and national, 
campaigned for  causes and constituents; local councils and communities 
pressed for the state to channel its resources in their direction; and inter-
est groups of  every kind sought to influence the state’s powers of legisla-
tion and regulation.63

State policy- making consequently often took a crooked path. The idea 
that government had become a “technocracy,” whereby power was con-
centrated in the hands of a caste of professional officials at the expense 
of the  people and their representatives, was often voiced from the end 
of the 1950s onwards.64 However, it only ever expressed a partial truth. 
The shape of government had indeed changed, at the expense notably of 
parliaments, which increasingly came to be seen as secondary institutions 
lacking in any real decision- making power.65 But the state remained per-

60. Lijphart, “Typologies of Demo cratic Systems,” 76–80; A. Lijphart, Democracy in 
Plural Socie ties: A Comparative Explanation (New Haven, CT, 1977), 25–52.

61. Allum, Politics and Society, 94.
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Major Governments, 2–3, 9–10; R. Ruffieux, “Quelques approximations sur l’éthique chez 
Jean Meynaud,” in Jean Meynaud ou l’utopie revisitée: Actes du colloque tenu à l’Université 
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meable all the same to a wide range of influences and interests. Par tic u lar 
networks of po liti cal influence, of mutual self- interest, of personal and 
social solidarities, and indeed in some cases of straightforward corrup-
tion all bent public decision- making in directions that reflected the wider 
structures of power in Eu ro pean society.66 Employment in the public sec-
tor, the location of infrastructure investments, and the allocation of eco-
nomic subsidies  were all areas of state action where sectional and private 
interests  were able to exert a strong influence.

But larger issues of state policy- making, too,  were moulded by  these 
sectional pressures. The structures of welfare provision in post- war Eu ro-
pean states, with their manifold regimes of contributions, benefits, and 
exemptions, was one such characteristic example;67 but so too was indus-
trial policy, where bold proj ects of modernization  were undermined by the 
influence of par tic u lar interest groups.68 State neutrality was therefore 
nearly always an illusion. This was most explic itly so in the case of  those 
states where power was consciously shared between the representatives of 
diff er ent po liti cal and social traditions. In the “pillarized” socie ties of the 
Low Countries, Austria, and, to a lesser extent, areas of western Germany, 
Switzerland, and northern Italy, state power was not autonomous of soci-
ety, but consciously designed to reflect the internal diversity of that soci-
ety. Nomination to state institutions was to a large extent dependent on 
partisan or confessional labels, while responsibility for the administration 
of a wide range of state policies, most especially in the fields of education 
and welfare, was devolved to institutions that formed part of the Socialist, 
Catholic, and to a lesser degree Liberal, or Protestant worlds.69 In  these 
areas of Western Eu rope, the state and its activities  were to a considerable 
degree restrained, or indeed domesticated, by  these social institutions. 
The imposing networks of pillarized interest groups, notably the trade 
 unions, welfare institutions, and farmers’ groups, acted as the gatekeepers 
of the state’s relationship with society, by influencing its decisions and act-
ing as the executants of its policies.

 These channels of vested influence, official and unofficial,  were rarely 
entirely transparent, but they too formed part of democracy. The perme-
able membrane of the state as it developed in post- war Western Eu rope 
undoubtedly subverted the clarity of electoral democracy and responsible 

66. J. Meynaud, La technocratie: Mythe ou réalité? (Paris, 1964). See also E. Suleiman, 
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67. See p. 67.
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69. See p. 80.
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government. It also, however, created the space for forms of informal 
mediation between state and society, which blunted popu lar resentments 
against the rapid growth in state power. It was the relative absence of such 
conflicts that,  until the 1960s, constituted one of the more remarkable fea-
tures of post- war Western Eu ro pean politics.  There was no shortage of 
points of tension, most notably over issues of taxation, urban planning, 
and state regulation of the economy. But, in contrast to the way in which 
specific and local grievances always threatened to escalate into general 
insurrections against Communist rule in central and eastern Eu rope,70 
the state authorities of the west largely avoided being drawn into direct 
confrontations with society. Much the same was also true of the  people. 
Protest campaigns, as in the case of  those for nuclear disarmament in 
Britain and West Germany at the end of the 1950s, drew on a wide reper-
toire of established and more novel forms of po liti cal protest, combining 
the tools of mass mobilization, high- profile gestures, and the suasion of 
moral and po liti cal rhe toric, in support of their cause.71 In  doing so,  these 
peace campaigners, like many  others unhappy with diff er ent aspects of 
state policy- making, accused their rulers of a wide range of sins, including 
a disregard for the elementary rules of democracy, law, Christian ethics, 
and individual freedom; but they also for the most part  stopped short of 
challenging directly the authority of the state.

In part, this hesitation may have reflected the shadow effect of the 
events of previous de cades. The legacy of the upheavals of the 1930s and 
the war years made Eu ro pe ans conscious of the potential dangers that 
lurked in trying to pull down the structures of public administration. Pro-
test consequently often had a self- limiting character, whereby  those forms 
of action, such as the use of weapons or vio lence, that might harm the 
innocent  were widely deemed to be unacceptable, what ever the rectitude 
of the cause. Levels of po liti cal vio lence declined considerably, especially 
in France, where the ritualized cultures of violent confrontation between 
left and right that had characterized the interwar years almost entirely 
dis appeared.72 Vio lence, when it did happen, was therefore more often 
an accident, the consequence of the unpredictable momentum of events, 

70. See, for example, K. McDermott, “Popu lar Re sis tance in Communist Czecho slo va-
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or a loss of control by the forces of order.73 The map of po liti cal vio lence 
changed shape in post- war Eu rope, moving east to Soviet- ruled areas and 
south to the Mediterranean littoral, and away from  those areas of central 
and western Eu rope that over the previous hundred years had been its 
principal heartland.74 The Paris Commune of 1870–71, the Spanish Civil 
War of the 1930s, and above all the Re sis tance movements of the Second 
World War  were all ways by which po liti cal vio lence was memorialized in 
post- war Western Eu rope; but  these  were presented as moral and po liti-
cal exempla from the past rather than models to be emulated in the pre-
sent. This was especially striking in the case of war time re sis tance. The 
fact that significant numbers of Eu ro pean citizens had recently engaged in 
acts of violent protest and unconventional warfare against state authori-
ties and occupying forces was an awkward presence in post- war Eu rope. 
It provided both a moral and po liti cal lesson of the legitimacy of revolt 
and a practical demonstration of the means of  doing so. Yet, it is striking 
how emphatically the repertoire of re sis tance actions was consigned to the 
past. The dominant commemoration of Re sis tance groups as volunteer 
soldiers of the nation who had acted in response to the illegitimate acts 
of the armies of the Third Reich marginalized the relevance of the Re sis-
tance for more peaceful times. Its members  were heroes, but also ordinary 
citizens whose actions could be safely located within the obligations of 
modern citizenship.75

Post- war Eu ro pe ans, it seemed, had greater difficulty than their ances-
tors in accepting the legitimacy of po liti cal vio lence.76 Notions of the disci-
plined loyalty that Eu ro pe ans owed to their state authorities had acquired 
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deep roots in Eu rope by the 1940s. The demands that the states, on all 
sides, made of their citizens during the Second World War had tested that 
loyalty to its limits; but the resolution with which, for example, German 
soldiers and civilians responded to the demands placed upon them in 
 battle and  under the assault of air raids during the latter years of the war 
indicated how national duty (reinforced by fear of the consequences of 
disobedience) went hand in hand with the emotional reserves of  family 
and community solidarity.77 Nor  were  these concepts of duty discredited 
by the collapse of the Third Reich. The states of the post- war years also 
required soldiers, notably the many conscript soldiers, and volunteers, 
who defended the frontiers of the Cold War and fought in the distant 
and dangerous wars of Eu ro pean decolonization.78 Obedience to rules, 
as reinforced through the institutions of school and workplace, formed 
part of a wider repertoire of social control, which led most citizens to 
hold back from criminal acts that broke  legal codes and  violated social 
norms. The advantages that this provided in terms of personal security 
came, however, with the loss of a more elementary sense of personal 
freedom. Writing during the war years, Erich Fromm warned that the 
fears and isolation that had led millions of Eu ro pe ans to embrace the 
group identities offered by fascism presented a wider threat to mod-
ern socie ties. A mentality of subordination had become too pervasive; 
rather than accepting the  orders given by state authorities, Eu ro pe-
ans needed to rediscover a spirit of “positive freedom” and individual 
self- awareness.79

For most citizens, however, conformity to the rules defined by the state 
rested less on a mentality of obedience than on a more pragmatic and 
knowing appreciation of the advantages to be derived from the resources 
of the modern state. The concept of “Eigen- Sinn” (a sense of one’s own 
interests) used by Thomas Lindenberger to explain the way in which many 
unwilling citizens of the German Demo cratic Republic nevertheless found 
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ways of interacting with the regime and adapting it to their interests at 
the local level can also be applied to socie ties west of the Iron Curtain.80 
Government had become a largely accepted fact of life, to be exploited for 
the opportunities that it provided individually or collectively. Thus, for 
example, when the French state de cided in the  later 1950s to establish the 
first French nuclear reactor in the southern French village of Marcoule, 
the initial reaction of its inhabitants was not—as it undoubtedly would 
have been in an  earlier period, or indeed only twenty years  later—to or ga-
nize campaigns of re sis tance against this arbitrary action. They resented 
the compulsory purchase of farmland, as well as the arrival of the con-
sequent army of construction workers and urban technicians; but they 
also sought to exploit the opportunities provided by the reactor, ensuring 
that the state provided ample compensation for loss of land and built new 
facilities for the village.81

This ac cep tance of state authority had been developing, particularly 
in most areas of northern and western Eu rope, since the late nineteenth 
 century; but it rested more especially on the pragmatic settlement reached 
between Eu ro pe ans and their rulers in the post- war era. The unpre ce-
dented demands made of citizens by their rulers during the Second 
World War (and its aftermath) accustomed Eu ro pe ans to a more active 
state authority, but also raised popu lar expectations of what states should 
provide for their citizens.  After 1945, Eu ro pe ans appear to have had a 
largely settled mind as to what they expected of their rulers. In par tic u-
lar, they aspired to the predictability of “competent administration,” deliv-
ered without the lurches of arbitrary state action that had been evident 
over the previous de cades.82 But they also wanted it to be a government 
that provided more than it took. The sleight of hand whereby during the 
two immediate post- war de cades most Western Eu ro pe ans believed that 
they  were net beneficiaries of the actions of the state rested on a par tic u lar 
conjuncture of circumstances— notably the healthy state of public finances 
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in a time of steady economic growth and the provision of reliable sup-
plies of international credit to governments. But it also was a  matter of 
appearances: the benefits of government  were immediate and vis i ble, as 
displayed in the ambitious infrastructure policies of the post- war years, 
while the structures of taxation, both indirect and direct,  were less appar-
ent to most citizens. This combination of circumstances proved, of course, 
to be finite. As government expanded, so an awareness of its costs and 
demands increased, provoking the return of long- standing criticisms of 
state extravagance by the populist anti- tax movements that emerged dur-
ing the early 1970s in a number of states.83

But, while it lasted, this image of a beneficent state contributed to a 
reshaping of the attitudes of Western Eu ro pe ans to their rulers. It was 
not surprising that a Fabian- minded figure such as Herman Finer should 
have declared in 1946 that “the freedom of our time cannot possibly be 
an entire freedom from government; it can only be a freedom within 
government.”84 What was surprising, however, is that for about twenty 
years a large number of Eu ro pe ans seem to have agreed with him. Gov-
ernment existed, especially in the circumstances of the Cold War, to pro-
vide protection from external threats; but it was increasingly perceived 
by its citizens in terms of its provision of tangible benefits to individuals, 
families, and communities. What Western Eu ro pe ans, the American Mar-
shall Plan administrators concluded in a report written in 1949, primar-
ily wanted from government was “security.” The definition of that secu-
rity was, however, personal, and also largely non- political. It consisted of 
“employment, health and old- age benefits. It means further that a man’s 
life, when begun, contains the reasonable assurance and expectation of a 
rational pro gress  towards a reasonable conclusion.”85

Mea sured by  those criteria, Western Eu ro pe ans received much of what 
they wanted from their post- war states. Degrees of satisfaction did of 
course vary; not only  because of differences in the effectiveness of states in 
responding to popu lar aspirations, but also  because of enduring national 
differences in the attitudes of populations  towards the legitimacy of their 
rulers, and indeed the very existence of their states.86 But the overall trend 
was  towards the ac cep tance of state authority. Government had become 
more predictable and more beneficial to  people in ways that broadly 
matched the individualist spirit of a time of rapid social and economic 
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change. Post- war economic growth enabled the state to focus on areas of 
government action that— once the spike in defence expenditure provoked 
by the Korean War had passed— brought new benefits to the  people. The 
rapid expansion in state expenditure gave  people new educational oppor-
tunities, improved housing, new forms of employment— including a large 
range of new middle- class  careers— and state pensions for their old age.87 
The consequence was to embed an ac cep tance of state power in large 
areas of Western Eu ro pean society. Legitimacy, as mea sured in terms of an 
under lying popu lar ac cep tance of the norms and actions of the state, was a 
more prominent feature of post- war democracy than popularity. No ruler 
or party in the post- war era came close to achieving a broad consensus 
of support, or indeed the levels of popularity, enjoyed by certain of their 
less demo cratic pre de ces sors. But the gap between the attitudes of rulers 
and ruled had indisputably narrowed. State officials, politicians, and their 
electors disagreed on much, but they shared some common assumptions 
about what government was for.88

Ac cep tance of this culture of state governance, if not of all of its conse-
quences, moulded the way in which Eu ro pe ans experienced and con-
sumed democracy in the post- war years. Democracy was not so much the 
way by which the  people conducted their own affairs, as the way by which 
they negotiated their relationship with the state and its local institutions. 
However, not all citizens stood equally in that relationship to the state. 
While formal demo cratic rights had become more equal, the degree of 
influence that individuals had within this culture of state- led democracy 
continued to be determined by a wide range of  factors, the most pervasive 
of which was social class.

That Western Eu rope remained a class society  after 1945 is, of course, 
no more than a truism, albeit one that needs to be asserted in the face of 
assumptions that the rapid economic growth of the post- war years gradu-
ally effaced, rather in the manner of the inscriptions of a bygone age, the 
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class inequalities generated by Eu rope’s modern development. This might 
have formed part of the expectations of the liberation era, when the pos-
sibility of a more equal— and indeed democratic— society appeared to be 
within reach.89 In fact, however, the economic and social changes of the 
post- war de cades changed class frontiers more than they abolished them. 
The composition of the  middle class was transformed by new professions 
and forms of employment, while rural populations rapidly diminished as 
a consequence of the cap i tal ist transformation of many forms of agricul-
ture as well as the new jobs available within urban centres.90 Mobility, 
indeed, was one of the key features of the post- war era, as  people moved 
more frequently, over longer distances, and in greater numbers.91 Life 
experiences  were, however, more mobile than class identities. Cars, holi-
days, and employment opportunities enabled  people to change environ-
ment, as well as diminishing the self- sufficiency of the local communities 
of neighbourhood and village.92 In some cases, this also provided oppor-
tunities for mobility between the classes, leading many sociologists of 
the immediate post- war years, such as Seymour Martin Lipset, to regard 
increases in social mobility as inherent to modern industrial socie ties.93 
The real ity, however, proved to be distinctly less emphatic.  There was a 
long- term increase in social mobility in many Western Eu ro pean socie ties 
over the post- war de cades, related notably to new forms of employment 
in the professions and the ser vice sector; but many of the social changes of 
 those years, such as the expansion in university student numbers, served 
predominantly to reinforce inequalities of social class.94 Above all, class 
remained the primary psychological frontier of post- war society.  Whether 
expressed through the new and expensive material symbols of social status, 
such as car owner ship, or the pervasive codes of socialization and personal 
manners, class was omnipresent. It defined inclusion and exclusion, and was 
never more tangible than in the case of  those whose class identity did change. 
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The phenomenon of the working- class figure— almost always male— who by 
dint of education or economic success entered a  middle class to which he 
never fully belonged became a frequent reference point of the post- war years, 
bringing with it a new lit er a ture of deracination and social alienation.95

Democracy reflected, and respected, the contours of this class soci-
ety. Above all, it was marked in its structures and ethos by the  middle 
class. The ascendancy that the  middle class attained in post- war Western 
Eu ro pean society was in large part the consequence of the predominantly 
cap i tal ist trajectory of post- war economic growth, which retained private 
owner ship of property, wealth, and the large majority of industry, while 
also generating new forms of middle- class employment in the state sec-
tor, in the rapidly expanding ser vice industries, and in professions such 
as engineering that  were essential to pro cesses of economic and techno-
logical change.96 But it was reinforced by the loss of social influence by 
other social classes. Not only the aristocracy— many of whose remaining 
social bastions in 1945 fell beyond the frontier of the Iron Curtain97— but 
also the hierarchical world of a largely German- speaking notable culture 
that had formerly characterized so much of central and eastern Eu rope 
became no more than a marginal shadow in Eu ro pean post- war society.98 
Moreover, the combined impact of the economic depression of the 1930s 
and of the war and its aftermath resulted in a working class that, though 
numerous and often vocal in the expression of its discontents, lacked the 
ability to assert its social power.

The reverses experienced by workers in Eu rope during the 1940s  were 
cumulative. The  human and material losses experienced by industrial 
communities during the war years, the dislocation caused by Allied bomb-
ing, and the impact of food shortages, of increased working hours, and 
within the Third Reich of the arrival of large numbers of foreign workers— 
all  were  factors that eroded the bonds that had held working- class com-
munities together.99 It was workers, too, who experienced most directly 
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the hardships of the immediate post- war years, notably the shortages of 
the basic commodities of life, such as food, fuel, and clothing, and the 
difficulties experienced by many demobilized soldiers in regaining stable 
employment in civilian life. Nor did workers benefit greatly from the 
support of the state. Over time the welfare reforms introduced in the 
immediate post- war years brought protection, albeit at the cost of insur-
ance contributions, against the three primary uncertainties of working- 
class life: unemployment, ill health, and the poverty of old age. But, more 
immediately, workers felt most directly the weight of the policies of eco-
nomic austerity pursued by many post- war governments. Controls on 
wages, coupled with more effective repression of the war time grey and 
black markets, ensured that the incomes of most workers lagged  behind 
increases in prices in most countries  until the end of the 1940s. The suf-
fering that this generated in working- class communities was reflected in 
the extensive strike waves that occurred in many areas of liberated Eu rope 
during the  later 1940s, as workers used the most direct weapon at their 
disposal to seek to regain their pre- war living standards.100

In contrast, the  middle class experienced less directly the hardships 
and disaggregating effects of war time and of the immediate post- war 
years. The decimation of the Jewish  middle class excepted, middle- class 
lives and  family structures often possessed the means to absorb or to cir-
cumvent the material sufferings of the war years, while businesses and 
self- employed professionals  were among the first to profit from the post- 
war economic recovery. The  middle class was not, however, a static phe-
nomenon. Its shape changed quite rapidly, in response to the expansion 
in public- sector bureaucracies and most dramatically in the ranks of the 
professions, which made the  middle class one based around education 
and qualifications rather than around property and business.101 Employ-
ers remained power ful, but they  were often professional administrators 
who administered companies on behalf of  others, and whose backgrounds 
and attitudes  were more similar to  those of their public- sector and pro-
fessional equivalents than to the authoritarian bosses of the past.102 
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Moreover, much of the rigidity and conformism that had long charac-
terized a certain bourgeois society evaporated rapidly  after the war. The 
middle- class world that Simone de Beauvoir evoked so powerfully in the 
memoir of her bourgeois upbringing in provincial France  after the First 
World War had evaporated by the time she had emerged as a member of 
the newly assertive intelligent sia who  were the subject of her major post- 
war novel, Les mandarins.103 This was a future- oriented  middle class, the 
members of which  were less formal in their social conventions and—as 
portrayed by Fellini in his satire of the  middle class in Rome in La Dolce 
Vita— more consciously imitative of the fashions and values that they 
absorbed from film, magazines, and advertising.104

Openness, and indeed a certain demo cratic social ethos, therefore 
became a defining characteristic of the  middle class, the frontiers of which 
extended to include many of  those employees and small businessmen who 
had formerly constituted the distinct world of the lower  middle class, as 
well as the more prosperous farmers who emerged from the post- war 
consolidation in patterns of rural landholding. In so  doing, the label of 
“ middle class” became something of a catch- all category, as expressed in 
the sociologist Helmut Schelsky’s image of the early Federal Republic of 
Germany as a Mittelstand society.105 In fact, being  middle class was less 
a universal than a threshold: education, housing,  family structure, leisure 
interests, and appearance all became part of a closely linked network of 
symbols by which  people expressed their membership, or their aspiration 
to membership, of the  middle class. As a consequence, middle- class iden-
tity fused with a wider ethos of social aspiration. In a time of economic 
growth and of increased educational and professional opportunities, the 
possibility of becoming  middle class appealed to many more than simply 
 those who had been born and socialized into that class. Middle- class iden-
tity became associated instead with certain values and repertoires of taste. 
Manners books, for example, in Germany provided, in the very par tic u lar 
context of a post- Nazi society, a means of reconstructing what Paul Betts 
has termed “a bourgeois civility.”106 But they constituted only one ele ment 
of the much wider dissemination of ways of learning to be  middle class, 
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which incorporated fields as diverse as new forms of emotionally oriented 
parenting, fashions in food, and forms of domestic furniture.107

It was this intermingling of middle- class values with  those of democ-
racy that gave the post- war era its par tic u lar character and temper. A 
democracy that presented itself as universal and inclusive in fact found 
its centre of gravity in the  middle class, who in turn emerged as the dom-
inant class of the post- war de cades. This sense of post- war socie ties as 
“middle- class socie ties”108 rested less on the material structures of class 
hegemony than on the more diffuse sense that “modern middle- class val-
ues and tastes, the new set of rituals created by cultural and material con-
sumption, became the obligatory model that all social groups ascribed to 
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with varying degrees of gusto.”109 This cultural triumph of the bourgeoisie 
should not, however, disguise the more tangible contours of class power. 
Democracy worked in post- war Western Eu rope in part  because it pro-
vided a world safe for the  middle class. In par tic u lar, the fear of social 
revolution, and more generally of radical policies of social levelling, which 
had preoccupied many members of that class since at least 1848, effec-
tively dis appeared a  century  later. In the interwar years, fears of revolution 
had contributed to middle- class alienation from the mass politics inau-
gurated by regimes of electoral democracy, and had provided the social 
basis for the movements of bourgeois defence, which had fed the politics 
of the authoritarian right.110 In post- war Eu rope, in contrast, democracy 
became the means of forestalling the prospect of revolution. The location 
of democracy in multiparty parliaments elected by forms of proportional 
repre sen ta tion acted as a bulwark against dictatorial or minority rule. 
Only by building a co ali tion with a sufficiently broad basis of social and 
po liti cal support could a government exercise its power.

And that, in practice, meant a government responsive to, and mindful 
of, middle- class interests. Democracy became tied to a set of freedoms—
of belief, of opinion, of movement, and of opportunity— that appealed 
most directly to the  middle class, and which they  were best placed to take 
advantage of.111 In more direct terms, too, the electoral success of parties 
of the centre- right in post- war Eu rope, and more especially of Christian 
Democracy, made them all but essential components of any durable par-
liamentary majority in many Western Eu ro pean states in the post- war 
era.112 The  middle class was embedded in power, in terms of parliamen-
tary arithmetic but also in wider social terms. In contrast to the po liti cal 
alliances of the working class with agrarian groups that had generated 
the Popular- Front governments in a number of Eu ro pean states during 
the 1930s,113 the dominant class alliance in post- war Eu rope was that of 
the  middle class with rural populations. This did not exclude the partici-
pation of the working class, most notably through the role that Catholic 
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workers’ organ izations played within many Christian Demo cratic parties. 
But that working class was, almost always, a minority presence. Indeed, 
much the same was true even in the ranks of the Socialist parties, where 
the electoral incentive to reach out to middle- class electors coincided with 
the increasingly middle- class composition of their leadership structures.114

The influence of the  middle class over government reflected, almost 
unconsciously, their proximity to power. Welfare structures, economic 
subsidies for businesses, the networks of regulations that provided pro-
tection for the professions, and the vis i ble and invisible inequalities in 
the educational system that entrenched the position of social elites while 
also controlling access to membership of that elite— all  were instances of 
how the actions of the state worked to reinforce middle- class interests.115 
Much the same was also true of rural populations. During the interwar 
years, the perceived unresponsiveness of states to rural populations, and 
more especially small- scale commercial farmers, had been central to the 
energy of movements of the anti- democratic right.116  After 1945, however, 
rural protest largely dis appeared from Western Eu ro pean politics. In part, 
this reflected the impact of economic change, as millions of small- scale 
farmers and agrarian workers left the land during the 1950s and 1960s to 
seek employment in urban centres.117 The other side of this coin, however, 
was the emergence of an emphatically commercial class of rural farmers 
with larger landholdings. Thus, in Austria, the number of farms of more 
than twenty hectares increased over the de cade 1951–61, as the number 
of smaller farming units went into a marked decline.118  These farmers 
 were, moreover, effective at voicing their economic concerns within the 
pro cesses of government. The strength of farmers’ organ izations and 
their ties to po liti cal parties, such as the Christian Demo crats of Catholic 
Eu rope and the Agrarian parties of Scandinavia, ensured that the pro-
tection of this commercial- farming class was a priority for governments 
in the post- war de cades.119 Welfare provision was tailored to rural needs, 
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while the construction of economic assistance and protection to agricul-
tural producers, at the national and subsequently Eu ro pean levels, was 
built around the perceived social imperative to protect the  family farm.120

This sensitivity to the interests of a  free and in de pen dent farming 
population rested, moreover, on more than skilful lobbying on the part of 
what by the end of the 1960s had become a relatively small proportion of 
the overall population.121 The impact, and durable memory, of war time 
food shortages made issues of agricultural productivity and prosperity a 
much more impor tant component of the business of the state  after 1945: 
to use an anachronistic term, “food security” was now very much part of 
the po liti cal agenda.122 In a wider sense, too, a consciousness of the needs of 
rural communities also formed part of the po liti cal legacies of the war years 
and their immediate aftermath. The experiences of the war years had made 
more vis i ble the dependence of urban populations on their rural fellow 
citizens, often exacerbating urban- rural tensions.123 At the same time, the 
countryside had become, for many, a place of war time refuge from bomb-
ing and persecution, and through the emergence in 1943 and 1944 of rural- 
based Re sis tance movements had acquired a prominent role in national 
narratives of liberation. Thus, notably in France and Italy, rural communi-
ties acquired a new centrality in po liti cal life, and in the imaginary of the 
nation. The countryside was no longer a bastion of po liti cal and social reac-
tion, but became through the symbolism of the Maquis and its prominence 
in post- war memory the custodian of liberty.124

120. P. V. Dutton, “An Overlooked Source of Social Reform:  Family Policy in French 
Agriculture,” Journal of Modern History 72 (2000): 375–412; Nicholls, Bonn Republic, 
107–8; G. Noël, “La solidarité agricole européenne: Des congrès d’agriculture à la politique 
agricole commune,” in Sociétés rurales du XXe siècle, ed. J. Canal, G. Pécout, and M. Ridolfi 
(Rome, 2004), 318–25; K. K. Patel, “The History of Eu ro pean Integration and the Common 
Agricultural Policy: An Introduction,” in Fertile Ground for Eu rope?: The History of Eu ro-
pean Integration and the Common Agricultural Policy since 1945, ed. Patel (Baden- Baden, 
2009), 18–19.

121. Nevakivi, “From the Continuation War,” 288.
122. P. Clavin and K. K. Patel, “The Role of International Organ izations in Eu ro pe-

anization: The Case of the League of Nations and the Eu ro pean Economic Community,” 
in Eu ro pe anization in the Twentieth  Century: Historical Approaches, ed. M. Conway and 
Patel (Basingstoke, UK, 2010), 118–21.

123. Conway, Sorrows of Belgium, 288–93; Ventresca, From Fascism to Democracy, 
52–53.

124. Kedward, In Search of the Maquis, 285–89; G. Vergnon, “La construction de la 
mémoire du Maquis de Vercors: Commémoration et historiographie,” Vingtième Siècle 49 
(1996): 82–97. Re. rural society and Re sis tance, see also the impor tant essay by A. Ventura, 
“La società rurale veneta dal fascismo alla Resistenza,” in Società rurale e Resistenza nelle 
Venezie (Milan, 1978), 11–70.



living democr acy [ 233 ]

All of this contrasted markedly with the diminished social and po liti-
cal power of the working class. The pace of industrial change during the 
years of high economic growth rates in the 1950s and the 1960s brought 
individual prosperity for some workers, but also a new precariousness for 
many industrial communities. Pro cesses of economic rationalization and 
the preoccupation, encouraged by the Marshall Plan, with higher levels of 
economic productivity eroded pre- existing patterns of work, before lead-
ing at the end of the 1950s to the rapid dismantling and closure of many of 
the coal mines and iron and steel works that had long constituted the locus 
of the working class.125 This, however, formed only one ele ment of a wider 
vulnerability. The impact of the capitalism of the high- growth de cades 
exerted a durable pressure on workers, imposing new “Fordist” working 
practices and changes in technologies and in hierarchies of skills, as well 
as bringing in new categories of workers, including female production- line 
employees and mi grant workers from former colonies and the Mediter-
ranean region.126  These changes imposed a new mobility and unpredict-
ability on the lives of workers and their families. Their living standards 
 rose more slowly in many areas of Eu rope than did  those of other sections 
of the population; and, though new material possessions such as motor 
cars did fi nally come within reach of a significant number of working- 
class families by the 1960s,127 the indices of in equality evident in terms of 
access to many of the key consumer goods of the era demonstrated that 
 there was no generalized regime of affluence in post- war Eu rope.128

The bottlenecks and tensions created in many Western Eu ro pean 
socie ties by pro cesses of industrial change contributed to the wide range of 
strikes and other forms of industrial action that occurred throughout the 
supposed years of post- war consensus in the 1950s.129 In the longer term, 
too, they fed the revival in worker radicalism that generated the strikes 
of the  later 1960s and the wide range of industrial and social protest that 
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occurred during the 1970s.130 The nature of that industrial working class 
had, however, also changed profoundly. The workers  were no longer a 
self- defining category in Eu ro pean society. They merged into an expand-
ing range of technicians, white- collar employees, and public- sector offi-
cials, but also a fluid underclass of mi grant and part- time workers with 
 limited economic and social rights. And yet workers  were still very much 
a real ity of Eu ro pean life. Economic growth created new workers, often 
 women and in new places, even as it swept away old structures of employ-
ment and communities.131 The consequence was a working class that was 
indisputably less homogeneous, more variegated, and also less disciplined. 
Patterns of protest and of action changed. General strikes, launched and 
controlled by a structured trade- union leadership,  were increasingly rare. 
Instead, protest took place within par tic u lar factories, carried forward by 
local trade- union officials or improvised worker committees, who experi-
mented with new techniques such as imprisoning man ag ers in the factory, 
or taking over the  running of the factories themselves.132

The undertow of industrial conflict during the post- war de cades must 
throw into question any  simple belief that 1945 had created a democracy 
for all. The assumption that the expansion of democracy must, at least 
over the long term, have been beneficial to working- class communities is 
written into the narrative of Eu ro pean history of the twentieth  century: 
the strug gles for the suffrage that had been so hard won by workers at 
the beginning of the  century, so the argument goes, brought their rewards 
 after 1945 through the development of a broader democracy that encom-
passed the social rights of the welfare state as well as the repre sen ta tion 
of employees within workplaces.133 This account of a progressive democ-
ratization of society—as presented by the Swedish Social Demo crats in 
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their election manifestos of the 1940s and 1950s134— was, however, more 
vis i ble from above than it was from below. Workers  were enfranchised and, 
through their trade- union representatives, represented in social negotia-
tions as well as in parliaments and local municipalities. Their rights too 
 were enhanced through  labour and welfare reforms, reflecting the priori-
ties of a po liti cal era in which improved living standards for all served as 
one of the primary indices of social pro gress.135 But more- tangible forms 
of empowerment eluded them. Cap i tal ist control of industry remained 
emphatic, and with the internationalization of many industries during the 
post- war de cades increasingly operated at a level impervious to worker 
pressure. In  these circumstances, the corporatist reforms of the post- war 
era always appeared to be struggling to keep up with the changing nature 
of the economic system, drawing trade- union officials into participation 
in a culture of social negotiation that removed the sting of worker dis-
content without creating an economic democracy responsive to worker 
demands.136

Democracy, therefore, proved to be something of a half- victory for 
workers. Its material and social benefits, as well as its structures of nego-
tiation, may have been preferable to the dictatorship of state and employer 
that had characterized the authoritarian and fascist regimes of the pre-
ceding de cades, or to the  people’s democracies of the east that imposed a 
disempowered austerity on workers while si mul ta neously glorifying their 
social role. But the hopes of the immediate post- war years that the new 
democracy’s governing princi ples of civic equality and social justice would 
grant working  people the dominant say in the decision- making culture 
of the nation proved to be disappointed.137 The experience of the post- 
war de cades showed the limits to the power of the working class within a 
modern democracy. Workers had never been the homogeneous mass that 
Socialist leaders in par tic u lar had liked to evoke, but the internal fault 
lines—of region, of skill, of gender, and of language and ethnicity— became 
all the more evident during the post- war de cades. Po liti cal culture, too, 
had tilted away from the interests of the working class. The logics of 
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electoral politics based on universal suffrage focused the attention of par-
ties on  those supposedly swing voters— notably  women, or members of the 
burgeoning  middle class— whose votes supposedly determined elections. 
Moreover, the more ordered structure of post- war politics removed much 
of the direct pressure of the masses. Strikes, marches, and demonstrations 
no longer possessed the same ability to impress or intimidate rulers, but-
tressed  behind the imposing repressive resources of the modern state; 
while influence over government was exercised not by weight of numbers 
but through the more discreet tools of lobbying and repre sen ta tion within 
the bureaucracies of the po liti cal parties.

The fault lines of social class  were not the only forces that moulded the 
social character of post- war democracy. Age too played a role, and more 
especially the way in which the demo cratic order was built around the 
ascendancy of the middle- aged. In the aftermath of the war,  there was an 
understandable preference for new  people to assume leadership roles in 
politics and society, replacing the older generation that had been respon-
sible for the failings of the recent past. Consequently, the late 1940s proved 
to be a moment of substantial generational change in many Eu ro pean 
states. An older generation departed or was removed, and in its place  there 
emerged for the first time elites composed predominantly of men (and 
a few  women) who had come of age  after the First World War. The gen-
erational cohort of  those born between the turn of the  century and 1914 
 were particularly numerous; and, unlike their elders, had not been greatly 
affected by the losses in the First World War.

1945 was therefore the moment when  those who had been born since 
the beginning of the twentieth  century took control of their  century. They 
assumed leadership roles in many areas of Western Eu ro pean government 
and society, which they would retain in large part  until the end of the 
1960s. Aged in their forties and fifties, this cohort of middle- aged leaders 
lent post- war democracy its pragmatic mentality as well as its priorities of 
reconstruction, social reform, and effective government. They had been 
strongly marked by the authoritarian regimes and po liti cal conflicts of the 
interwar years, as well as by the war years, but had  little investment in the 
mentalities of the past. Instead, they  were focused primarily on the needs 
of the pre sent day, and on the goal of building a more durable po liti cal, 
economic, and social stability for the  future. The consequence was a soci-
ety based around the mentalities of this middle- aged cohort, as expressed 
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through welfare legislation, as well as the modern but rather conservative 
mores of the post- war era.  Family, restraint, and decency all formed part 
of the emotional regime of the post- war years. This manifested itself in the 
concern to restore a sense of morality among the young, and subsequently 
the hostility shown by many of  those in authority  towards the irreverent 
attitudes and behaviour of the young of the late 1950s and 1960s.138

In addition,  there was the highly vis i ble  factor of gender. In contrast to 
almost all of the democracies of Eu rope’s recent past,  those of the post- war 
years  were no longer indisputably male.  Women  were enfranchised at the 
liberation in Italy, France, and,  after some delay promoted by consider-
ations of po liti cal expediency, in Belgium.139 As a consequence, the major-
ity of Western Eu rope’s voters  were for the first time female; a majority 
that was enhanced in the immediate post- war years in central Eu rope by 
the absence of large numbers of men as prisoners of war. Thus, for exam-
ple, 64 per cent of the registered voters in Austria’s first post- war elections 
in November 1945  were female.140 Civic equality, it seemed, had fi nally 
reached  women, as expressed in the resonant phraseology of the new Ital-
ian constitution of 1948, which stated that it was the duty of the Republic to 
remove all social and economic obstacles to the full and equal participation 
of  women in public life.141 Nor was this empty rhe toric. The exigencies of 
war time had required  women to take on new social roles; some of  these 
proved to be short- lived, but the legacy of the war, and more especially 
the way in which it had caused  women to assume responsibility for many 
forms of welfare provision, was evident in the influential role that  women 
assumed in fields such as education and healthcare in post- war Eu rope.142

And yet the democracies of the post- war de cades remained highly 
gendered, creating a durable assumption that it was the social changes 
of the 1960s and not the reforms of the immediate post- war years that 
constituted the more significant turning point in  women’s participation in 
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democracy.143 Thus, for example, the presence of  women in po liti cal life in 
most Eu ro pean states in the post- war years was almost absurdly marginal. 
 There was a striking lack of  women in leadership roles in po liti cal parties 
and in the principal ministerial offices. Indeed, with the emergence of a 
more professional ethos of government, so the exclusion of  women politi-
cians (who generally lacked such qualifications) from positions of respon-
sibility became all the more implacable. Only in the highly gendered, and 
self- limiting, spheres of health, maternity, and childcare could  women 
claim, by their life experience or professional training, an expertise appro-
priate to their tasks. The absence of a po liti cal breakthrough of  women 
 after 1945 reflected, moreover, the wider inequalities of post- war society. 
The blurring of gender hierarchies that had occurred amidst the excep-
tional circumstances of war did not endure. Instead, across wide areas of 
economic and social life,  women found themselves relegated as the war 
receded to a secondary position defined by their gender, as  house wives, 
second- class workers,  daughters, and  mothers.

Explanations of this post- war normalization of gender relations have 
often focused on male agency, perceived as a reactionary and indeed 
anti- democratic force. This owed much to the impact of the war. Military 
mobilization at the end of the 1930s had reasserted the male ideal of the 
virile soldier, protecting the feminine spheres of home,  family, and coun-
try from danger. This, however, was a role that few  were able to perform 
during the war, when large numbers of men (on all sides)  were taken cap-
tive, countries  were occupied, and the greatest threat to civilian popula-
tions often came from aerial bombing delivered with relative impunity 
by largely unseen agents.144 Moreover, the mobilizations and demands of 
war had unsettled the more private aspects of gender relations. Many men 
felt disempowered, in and out of uniform, which helps to explain the self- 
conscious displays of male authority that developed in much of Western 
Eu rope during the latter years of the war, and more especially during the 
lawless period around the moment of liberation. For some men this took 
the form of crude attempts to reassert their social power, notably by enact-
ing improvised forms of justice against  those  women accused of having 
had too  great an intimacy with the German occupiers.145
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This public theatre of the sexualized humiliation of  women formed 
only the vis i ble tip of a much more broad- ranging upsurge in male vio-
lence against  women that occurred in the 1940s. In the chaotic circum-
stances of liberation and its aftermath, sex was omnipresent, but was 
rarely based on an equality of power. The bartering of sex for material 
benefits, a sudden surge in prostitution engaged in by  women without 
other means of support, and above all the abrupt arrival of large num-
bers of Allied soldiers in Eu ro pean communities where the conventional 
structures of policing had largely dis appeared created an environment 
in which male exploitation of  women was all too easy.146 Accusations 
of rape— often focused unjustly on black American GIs— were the most 
immediate consequence of the moral panic this generated, but the more 
durable legacy was the vilification of  those  women who  were perceived to 
have dishonoured their communities through their sexual behaviour, or 
through forming relationships and having  children with members of the 
Allied occupying forces.147 Placed alongside  these events, the gendered 
inequalities evident in the practices of post- war democracy appear to 
have been only one aspect of a much wider pro cess of male reconquest. 
In politics, as in the more private spheres of domestic life, men forcefully 
reasserted an order that subordinated  women through the legitimizing 
language of law and tradition, as well as the coercive power of the state. 
Thus, in legislation,  legal practice, and wider po liti cal debate, highly 
normative notions of virtuous female behaviour  were asserted, which 
confined  women to a restricted sphere defined by their roles as wives 
and  mothers.148

The “renegotiation” of gender relations that followed the war was, how-
ever, more complex than the  simple reassertion of male power.149 Men 
too had changed as the consequence both of the war and of long- term 
evolutions in male identities brought about by changes in education, social 
structures, and patterns of consumption. Men  were no longer, if they had 
ever been, simply the providers and guardians of the  family, but  were also 
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consumers, employees, citizens, and  fathers and husbands.150 The con-
sequence was a gradual change in the pattern of male- female relations 
and in the structure of the  family. What ever the efforts of the post- war 
state authorities to reassert conventional norms of gender relations and 
sexual conduct,  these  were often  little more than ineffectual gestures to 
control changes in social morality and in individual identities that had 
been gathering pace since the 1920s. Citizens, both male and female,  were 
less willing to conform to prescribed social standards, choosing to regard 
issues such as sexual behaviour as primarily a  matter of personal choice 
over which the state had no right of control.151 The consequence was a 
shift  towards less- formal social norms, and a burgeoning culture of het-
erosexual sexuality within and outside marriage.152

The  family too was changing. As a consequence of the disruptions 
brought about by the war, the position of the  father as the head of the 
 house hold had often been displaced. Many  house holds, especially in cen-
tral Eu rope,  were headed by  women,  either permanently, or  until prison-
ers of war and deportees returned some years  after the war.153 Moreover, 
relations within the  family changed, as gendered hierarchies  were gradu-
ally replaced by the collaborative nuclear  family, bonded by ties of love 
between parents and  children. Married  couples became collaborators in 
the shared proj ect of establishing and maintaining a home, managing 
the resources of the domestic economy, and parenting— a term which in 
itself indicated an impor tant shift from an exclusively female concept of 
motherhood.154

This trend, however incomplete,  towards a democracy within  family 
life, and in male- female relations more generally, indicates the need to 
understand  women’s experience in post- war Western Eu rope in a broader 
context than the specific prism of equality. Men and  women  were certainly 
not equal— least of all in terms of their economic power— but the war 
years had accelerated the more long- term evolution of Eu ro pean society 
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 towards a model of gender relations that preserved gender differences 
while also allowing for new forms of female freedom and opportunity. 
This was reinforced, too, by the rapid modernization brought about by 
post- war economic growth, which led to increasing numbers of  women 
entering higher levels of education and new forms of employment. In 
effect, societal discourses about gender and the real ity of  people’s lives 
had diverged, creating a sense, especially among  women— but also many 
men— who came of age during the boom years of the  later 1950s, that the 
hierarchies of gender had lost much of their former disciplining and defin-
ing character in a more mobile post- war society.155

 These wider cultural changes complicate any  simple account of male 
control of post- war democracy.  Women may not have been anything 
approaching equal to men in almost all areas of daily life, but they  were 
becoming more influential and, at least in numerical terms, a more deci-
sive force in electoral politics. As all of the major po liti cal parties recog-
nized, it was only by positively appealing to  women that they could hope to 
win their votes. The fact of the enfranchisement of adult  women in France 
and Italy at the end of the war, and in Belgium in 1948, had effectively 
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brought to a close the long- delayed integration of female citizens within 
modern democracy. This was, however, a pro cess that right  until its 
dénouement remained framed, and constrained, within highly gendered 
discourses.156 This was in part the consequence of the par tic u lar circum-
stances of liberation. The experience of the war encouraged a patroniz-
ing and almost charitable definition of female enfranchisement, whereby 
 women  were granted the suffrage not as an inalienable right but as a male 
gift: a “reward” for the responsibilities they had assumed during the war, 
or more specifically for their actions in protecting, or safeguarding, Re sis-
tance militants or the victims of Nazi oppression.157 Thus, the granting 
of the vote signalled less a general recognition of the equality of  women 
with men than a par tic u lar solidarity of inclusion in the national com-
munity earned through the exceptional circumstances of war. Even then, 
the decision to grant the vote to  women came significantly from outside 
the country. While the Conseil national de la Résistance, composed of the 
principal po liti cal groupings within France, omitted female suffrage from 
its comprehensive plan for the post- liberation renovation of France, it was 
the delegates of the assembly of de Gaulle’s Provisional Government in 
Algiers who in April 1944 de cided, a  little hesitantly, to more than double 
the size of the French electorate.158

This largest change in post- war democracy— which brought millions 
of  women into the electoral pro cess and gave them the opportunity of 
access to the offices of po liti cal power— therefore seems to be the one 
that had the least dramatic consequences, and one in which most  women 
 were  little more than passive bystanders.159 It fi nally brought  women into 
the community of po liti cal citizens in ways that had been prefigured by 
female engagement in many forms of po liti cal and social action over pre-
vious de cades.160 But it was less about  women as a par tic u lar category 
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than about liquidating the remnants of civic in equality inherited from the 
nineteenth  century. Henceforth, democracy would be based on the new 
language of civic universalism, by which all adult citizens— a term that 
remained hedged around with exemptions for  those who as a consequence 
of their ethnic background, criminal rec ord, or psychological weakness 
 were not deemed to be full members of the po liti cal nation— had an equal 
right to vote.

Unsurprisingly, therefore, female enfranchisement proved to be some-
thing of an event without consequences. Campaigns for female equality 
in other areas of citizenship and socio- economic life  were not a promi-
nent ele ment of po liti cal life in Western Eu rope  until the mid-1960s, 
thereby creating the impression that, having had the suffrage bestowed 
upon them,  women somehow failed to seize the opportunity it provided 
to claim  those social rights that would have fi nally brought about their 
substantive emancipation.161 This teleology of twentieth- century  women’s 
experience as a forward march  towards equality does, however, pre sent 
many difficulties, notably in terms of the assumptions it makes about the 
emancipatory character of democracy. Just as with histories of the work-
ing class, the notion that democracy must somehow have been benefi-
cial to  women forms part of the way in which modern Eu ro pean history 
has long been approached. This association of  women and democracy, 
however, rests on rather fragile foundations. It implies a fundamental 
female commitment to democracy, which was often far from apparent 
in  women’s po liti cal choices; but it also assumes that regimes based on a 
demo cratic suffrage have provided the most favourable po liti cal context 
for  women’s emancipation from gendered structures of discrimination. 
This was far from being the case. The strongest exponents of democ-
racy in the nineteenth  century  were often  those who most strenuously 
opposed female suffrage as prejudicial to  those same demo cratic free-
doms; while  those anti- democratic regimes of the interwar years, such 
as the Third Reich, which espoused an anti- modern and repressive dis-
course about  women’s role in society, pursued policies that in practice 
offered  women social opportunities, at the same time that they denied 
them po liti cal freedom.162

This complexity remained evident  after 1945.  Women had been 
enfranchised, and all of the po liti cal forces now shared a commitment to 
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democracy; but the rule of the majority did not of itself ensure the dis-
mantling of the inequalities of gender. Not only did po liti cal power at the 
local and national levels remain emphatically in male hands, but many 
 women— a majority of whom had never voted in  free elections prior to 
the war— retained and indeed reinforced a gendered perception of their 
po liti cal citizenship. Many  women, it seemed, wanted to remain  women, 
and oriented their po liti cal loyalties accordingly; and it was  those parties, 
notably the Christian Demo crats, that gave voice to distinctively female 
concerns— often expressed through a rather conservative language of 
familism, and of “womanhood”— that  were the most successful in winning 
 women’s electoral support.163 In this way, democracy perpetuated and 
deepened inequalities of gender, by confining  women’s po liti cal participa-
tion within a restricted sphere of supposedly female po liti cal issues. But 
this presence of  women as voters and as activists and as members of lobby 
groups also invested the politics of post- war Eu rope with a new tone. Once 
the security crises of the early Cold War had passed, the foremost po liti cal 
issues of the 1950s— such as education, housing, health, and welfare— were 
ones that  were inclusive of  women, and where  women’s voices could make 
themselves heard. Democracy, consequently, acquired a new permeabil-
ity to  women, both through the issues that  were discussed and through 
the presence of  women in the expanding public bureaucracies of post- war 
Western Eu rope, acting as experts and officials responsible for issues such 
as housing provision, child welfare, and nursing care.164

The democracy of the post- war years was therefore in no sense a 
democracy of gender equality, but rather a democracy within which gen-
dered identities found expression, and that had to some degree been femi-
nized.  Women  were emphatically pre sent, not only as voters but also as 
party propagandists, elected representatives (albeit still largely at the level 
of local government), trade  unionists, and members of a wide variety of 
 women’s organ izations. Moreover, though explicit demands for gender 
equality may have been relatively rare, the  women who entered public 
life  after the Second World War campaigned, within and without the for-
mal domains of po liti cal action, on issues of direct relevance to female 
lives, such as equal pay, pension rights,  legal reforms, and health and 
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welfare provision.165 This reflected the changing character of economic 
activity. For all of the rhetorical emphasis placed on  women as  mothers 
and  house wives, many  women performed other roles as well. Industrial 
mechanization and the multiplication of new forms of bureaucratic work, 
in both the public and private sectors, made  women a much more vis i-
ble presence in the workplace, and often an assertive one.166 Above all, 
 women  were now emphatically consumers. Consumer movements  were 
established in most Western Eu ro pean states in the 1950s, and their 
membership expanded rapidly as they articulated a new language of 
consumer rights, and acquired in some states repre sen ta tion in public 
decision- making structures. In this way, the consumer emerged during 
the boom years of the 1950s and 1960s as the new definition of the citizen 
in democracy. Moreover, this citizen- consumer was perceived as almost 
always female. According to the gendered ste reo types of the age, it was 
the  house wife as the rationally minded citizen-consumer who took charge 
of  family bud gets and made well- informed choices regarding an ever- 
increasing range of technical products for the home.167

Consumerism did of course well demonstrate the ambivalent nature 
of  women’s experience within post- war democracy. While it provided 
 women with new channels for voicing their demands, the ever more 
insistent and pervasive impact of the popu lar culture of the 1950s and 
1960s was in many ways belittling and even infantilizing for  women. It 
imposed predominantly male- defined archetypes of beauty, romantic love, 
motherhood, and domestic contentment that reduced  women to the con-
sumers of an ever- increasing range of material products.168 Most obvi-
ously, the transmission of this popu lar culture through magazines, films, 
advertising, and ultimately tele vi sion reinforced notions of a gendered 
universe, by emphasizing at  every turn the differentness of  women from 
men, and thereby also the supposed naturalness of a social and po liti cal 
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order in which power rested primarily in the hands of men. In par tic u lar, 
the serious responsibilities of elite politics  were defined as an inherently 
male domain, in which the very notion of a female po liti cal leader came 
to appear to be almost a contradiction in terms. But, at a more popu lar 
level, the mass culture of the post- war years also encouraged a heightened 
sense of female individual identity.  Women of almost all social classes 
could design themselves in terms of their tastes, appearance, way of life, 
and indeed relationships. This was for most  women a  limited freedom, 
constrained by the norms imposed by society and by the limits of their 
economic means; but it too formed part of the demo cratic ethos of the 
post- war years. In their role as demo cratic consumers,  women became 
accustomed to exercising choice, through their appearance and leisure 
activities, as well as in their ways of living, their choice of partner, and— 
through the expansion in the knowledge and use of diff er ent forms of 
contraception— the size and shape of their families.169

 Family was central to the experience of post- war democracy. The re- 
establishment of  family life from the rubble of the war years was the most 
tangible symbol of the reconstruction of normality, both for individuals 
and for the nation as a  whole.170 Consequently, the assertion of domestic-
ity and most especially of parenthood, even in  those circumstances where 
the events of war had changed irrevocably the nature of home life, formed 
a key ele ment of proj ects of social reconstruction and of the aspirations 
of millions of individual  women and men. For them, founding or recon-
structing a  family was a statement of their survival, and an expression of 
their optimism for a better  future.171 This was an aspiration that received 
ample encouragement from the po liti cal parties and from local and cen-
tral government, all of which vied to demonstrate their commitment 
to the  family and the social stability that it expressed. Support for the 
 family— and implicitly discrimination against alternative ways of living, 
such as non- heterosexual partnerships— was therefore evident at  every 

169. Car ter, How German Is She?, 6–7; Chenut, Fabric of Gender, 397–98. Re. post- 
war fertility, see J. Gillis, L. Tilly, and D. Levine, eds., The Eu ro pean Experience of Declin-
ing Fertility, 1850–1970: The Quiet Revolution (Cambridge, MA, 1972); Y. Knibiehler, La 
révolution maternelle: Femmes, maternité, citoyenneté depuis 1945 (Paris, 1997), 47–57; F. 
Sweetser and P. Piepponen, “Fertility Trends and Their Consequences in Finland and the 
United States,” Journal of Social History 1 (1967): 101–18.

170. Vaizey, “Empowerment or Endurance?” 61, 77–78; Zahra, Lost  Children, 240–45; 
Tambor, Lost Wave, 15.

171. Knibiehler, Révolution maternelle, 21; Grossmann, “Trauma, Memory, and Moth-
erhood,” 93–127. See also, more generally, P. Ginsborg,  Family Politics: Domestic Life, Dev-
astation and Survival 1900–1950 (New Haven, CT, 2014).



living democr acy [ 247 ]

level of post- war public policy- making, from the provision of  family allow-
ances and the design and allocation of housing to the resources expended 
on resolving or pre- empting the threat of  family breakdown.172 Once 
again, the consequences for  women of this proj ect of a  family democracy 
 were ambivalent. It provided a means for state authorities to constrain 
 women, confining them, both rhetorically and materially, within a nar-
row range of gendered activities.173 But the emphasis placed upon the 
 family as the fundamental unit of society also elevated  women in the pol-
itics of the new democracy, and gave  women a new sense of entitlement. 
 Women  were pre sent in post- war demo cratic politics by right, campaign-
ing on issues such as  family allowances and paid maternity leave, which 
directly helped  women and at the same time reinforced a sense of female 
citizenship.174

The example of gender therefore demonstrates the ways in which democ-
racy extended well beyond the realm of politics. The constitutional and 
po liti cal refounding of democracy enacted at the end of the war was trans-
lated into social life over the subsequent years in ways that blunted its 
impact but also reinforced its durability. This was reinforced too by the 
rapid and irreversible changes in lives brought about by the economic 
growth of the post- war de cades and every thing that stemmed from it. 
Prosperity was neither sudden nor miraculous for most Eu ro pe ans. The 
austerity of the war years extended well beyond the end of the conflict, 
giving rise to “hunger strikes” in post- war Germany, and obliging many 
throughout Eu rope to rely on a semi- official “economy of connections” in 
order to overcome the shortages of food and other basic commodities.175 
Salary levels in most countries continued to lag  behind increases in prices 
 until the end of the 1940s, and it was only from around 1955 onwards 
that most Western Eu ro pe ans could fi nally feel that they  were leaving the 
material legacies of the war  behind.176 What happened thereafter was an 
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unpre ce dented period of unbroken economic growth  until the early 1970s, 
which increased the GDP per head of the population of Western Eu rope 
from $5,346 in 1950 to $11,905 in 1973.177 Presented as a digest of statis-
tics, the rise in living standards during  these post- war de cades was indeed 
remarkable; but the narrative of post- war prosperity has often been 
written from the perspective of  those bureaucrats and economists who 
regarded themselves as its architects. Aggregate statistics provide only a 
partial truth, and the trente glorieuses—as the thirty years from 1945 to the 
renewed economic crises of the mid-1970s have often come to be referred 
to in France— was neither universal nor emphatic. Inequalities between 
regions, economic sectors, and social classes determined the distribu-
tion of the wealth generated by economic growth, creating an enduring 
sense of winners and losers.178 Its most significant impact was therefore 
more psychological than material. As the sufferings of the depression of 
the 1930s and the war years fi nally receded into the distance, so the atti-
tude of Eu ro pe ans to their pre sent circumstances, and their  future hopes, 
changed.  There was a sense that a new age of demo cratic prosperity had 
begun, in which participation in new habits of meat eating, of holidays 
and travel, and of the acquisition of domestic commodities such as fridges, 
washing machines, and ultimately cars and tele vi sions was pos si ble, if not 
yet within every body’s immediate grasp.

It was an official of the American Marshall Plan, Harlan Cleveland, 
who apparently coined the phrase “a revolution of rising expectations” to 
describe the impact of this rapid economic growth on the populations of 
post- war Western Eu rope.179 Seen through the prism of the popu lar maga-
zines of the era or of films such as Fellini’s La Dolce Vita and Godard’s 
A bout de souffle (both released in 1960), Western Eu ro pe ans appeared 
to have become intoxicated by the expanding empires of choice that sur-
rounded them.  Music, fashion, film, and travel  were all forms of con-
sumerism that had first developed during the interwar years, but which 
expanded rapidly from the early 1950s onwards, as the increase in dispos-
able incomes brought them within the reach of a much greater proportion 
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of the population. This democ ratization of choice was especially marked 
for the large cohort of young  people born in the immediate post- war 
years, and who entered their teenage years—in itself a stage of life made 
pos si ble by post- war prosperity—at the end of the 1950s.  These emphati-
cally post- war Eu ro pe ans  were in some ways a turbulent presence, rebel-
ling against the conventions of post- war society and—as in the case 
of the  Halbstarken, the German imitators of American youth culture— 
cultivating an image as rebels. But rebellion, too, had become a form of 
consumerism, as indicated by the way in which the trappings of youth 
culture, most notably fashion and  music, rapidly lost their contestational 
character and became products of mass consumption.180

Much of the freedom generated by economic growth was, of course, no 
more than illusory. In a tract of 1958, the Belgian Socialist militant André 
Renard expressed the themes voiced by many on the po liti cal left but also 
by many  others who feared that the desires generated by the rampant 
retail capitalism of the  later 1950s  were destroying the values of Eu ro-
pean life: “Conditionnés par les spécialistes de la publicité, les hommes se 
ruent vers les paradis artificiels que leur offre le monde capitaliste. . . .  
Des stimulants renouvellent sans cesse l’éternelle soif de jouissance qui les 
torture. . . .  L’abrutissement par les plaisirs matériels faciles et sans effort 
est d’ailleurs le meilleur moyen d’atrophier l’activité cérébrale.”181  Women, 
as always,  were seen as the par tic u lar victims of this new consumer cul-
ture: distracted by their preoccupation with fashion and other forms of 
selfish indulgence, they  were supposedly trapped between the impossible 
goals of perfect beauty and the ideal home.182

 There was of course nothing new about  these rather extravagant fears 
and the surges of panic that they generated. They  were in many ways just 
the latest manifestation of an anti- modernism that had been current in 
Eu ro pean cultural life since the late nineteenth  century. Intellectuals had 
long been inclined to regard technological changes— and more especially 
 those that in some way blurred the bound aries between high and mass 
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culture—as destroying a pre- existing golden age, be it a Christian uni-
verse, a rational public sphere of Enlightenment debate, or the forward 
march of revolutionary pro gress.183 Its latest manifestation was termed 
“Americanization,” an amorphous danger that through every thing from 
Coca Cola to washing machines and Hollywood films was undermining 
Eu ro pean civilization.184 It was, however, the threat that Renard’s “para-
dis artificiels” allegedly posed to democracy that gave  these debates a new 
edge. The healthy operation of democracy had long been associated with 
a certain austerity: for Rousseau, Marx, and any number of Christian 
thinkers, democracy was associated with rural or proletarian egalitarian-
ism, the fraternity of equals, and the rejection of selfish plea sure. Thus, 
as a tide of new- found material consumption appeared to be inundating 
Western Eu rope during the latter 1950s and 1960s, it was accompanied 
by warnings from intellectuals, who feared that it would crush po liti cal 
debate and associationism while reducing the  people to acquiescence and 
individual isolation. Eu rope, the French Communist poet Louis Aragon 
declared in apocalyptic terms in 1951, was confronted by the prospect 
of an American- style “civilization of bathtubs and frigidaires”; while 
the Catholic writer Emmanuel Mounier fulminated with characteristic 
ferocity in the same year against “the individualist strug gle for place and 
profit.”185

For all its evident exaggeration,  there is no doubt that such dystopian 
commentary had a point. The “consumer wonderland,” as Erica Car ter has 
termed it, that many northern Eu ro pe ans rather suddenly discovered that 
they had come to inhabit at the end of the 1950s did change profoundly the 
patterns of Eu ro pean politics and society.186 Every thing from  family life 
to social identities and po liti cal engagement was impacted by what was, 
in effect, a mass (though certainly not universal) transition from the poli-
tics of austerity and of getting by to one of consumption and of material 
opportunity. The change was all the more dramatic for its being relatively 
unexpected. Coming  after de cades of disrupted lives, material hardships, 
and personal tragedies, the prosperity of the latter 1950s and 1960s had 
an inevitable air of personal and social liberation. Lives had been turned 
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around, not only materially but also psychologically, as  people’s tastes, and 
their politics,  were changed by the sustained increases in prosperity and 
the rapid spread of forms of new consumer products and media such as 
tele vi sion. Western Eu rope and the United States had become part of what 
John Kenneth Galbraith termed in his 1958 book— with a greater sense of 
timing than of empirical accuracy— “the affluent society,” in which individ-
uals and families  were preoccupied more by issues of personal consump-
tion than the collective well- being of the community.187

This change was all the more profound  because it appeared to be 
irreversible. Previous moments of prosperity in Eu ro pean history had 
always had a sense of the transient and the unstable. This, however, felt 
diff er ent. Once launched, the new modernity was carried forward by 
a seemingly endless series of technological breakthroughs that, in the 
form of space exploration, nuclear power, and medical treatments,  were 
changing the world in ways that could not be undone,  unless it was to be 
by the similarly technological tool of nuclear warfare.188 Scientists  were 
central to this pro cess. They had come out of the laboratory and into 
the corridors and pro cesses of government, where their knowledge and 
expertise had made pos si ble the “demo cratic revolution.”189 Affluence, as 
pop u lar ized by Galbraith and  others, rapidly became a key term for this 
new age, which changed the terms of po liti cal debate.190 In par tic u lar, 
the emergence of a generalized culture of prosperity appeared to render 
redundant old disputes about re distribution, in favour of a new mental-
ity of the alleviation of the social consequences of in equality.191 More 
generally, however, affluence encouraged a more personal definition of 
freedom. What Michel Foucault— himself very much a figure marked 
by the character of the post- war era— termed “cultivation of the self ” 
came to be an emblematic expression of a world in which the inherited 
identities of origins, or the socio- economic badges of community and of 
employment, no longer seemed to  matter as much as the ways in which 
 people chose how to configure themselves. In this highly visual universe, 
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the reference points provided by film, mass- circulation magazines, and 
advertising appeared to provide the resources for individuals to design 
themselves.192

The social ethos of this new era was consequently one of individual-
ism. The term defies any easy definition, and certainly did not mean that 
the inhabitants of the new Western Eu rope of the 1950s and 1960s had 
ceased to be defined by the close networks of  family, workplace, and com-
munity, which remained one of the distinctive characteristics of Eu ro pean 
society. But what the Italian sociologist Alessandro Pizzorno, writing in 
1964, termed “the individualistic mobilisation of Eu rope” did express the 
widely felt truth that  those Eu ro pe ans who had come of age since the end 
of the war had a new attitude to the wider socie ties of which they formed 
part.193 Mass culture homogenized socie ties—by encouraging consump-
tion of the same  music, radio programmes, or fashion among the most 
diverse communities— but it also acted in a disintegrative manner, creat-
ing new social demarcations and spaces within which individuals found 
opportunities for self- expression, and for the construction of new com-
munities of taste and affinity.194

This change in mentality whereby Eu ro pe ans came to think of them-
selves as individuals possessed of rights that, however circumscribed they 
might be by social norms and state authority,  were inalienably their own 
is one of the most difficult to trace across the post- war period. But an 
increased self- confidence, and with it a willingness to question structures 
of authority, was apparent throughout the culture of the 1950s and 1960s. 
The broader hierarchies of deference that had for so long characterized 
Eu ro pean life— the re spect owed to state officials, to teachers and clergy, 
or more simply to social superiors and parents— retreated quite rapidly 
during the post- war de cades. Some of this was very conscious, as was 
evident in the carnivalesque mocking of authority that accompanied the 
events of 1968;195 but much more of it was simply an unwinding of the 
mentalities of the past. Among the numerous young of the post- war gen-
erations, but also among many of their elders, the former mentalities of 
quiet obedience, as taught and replicated through educational institutions 
and the wider fabric of society,  were replaced by a new, and liberating, 
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sense of self, which reflected the less formal and simply more demo cratic 
ethos of post- war society.196

Even illusory forms of freedom, therefore, have a historic importance. 
It mattered less that the consumerism of the post- war de cades generated 
new forms of emulation and conformity than that it reinforced a perva-
sive ethos of individual choice. Just as Western Eu ro pe ans increasingly 
felt  free to choose their appearance, their friends, or their lifestyle, so they 
also chose their politics. As the new science of opinion polling that devel-
oped in the post- war de cades well indicated, po liti cal preferences  were 
no longer, if they had ever been, the  simple consequence of class, confes-
sion, and community; instead, they emerged from a more complex amal-
gam of identities, preferences, and choices that in turn reflected the more 
complex gradations of post- war society.197 This also implied a changed 
relationship to the wider  whole. Individuals selected their politics as a 
consequence not of their inheritance but of their personal preferences and 
perceived material interests. Terms such as “cynical” or “sceptical,” which 
 were often deployed by more conservative- minded commentators—of 
both the left and the right— when describing the disabused attitudes of 
post- war generations, offered only a somewhat skewed reflection of the 
wider real ity of the changed attitude  adopted by many Western Eu ro pe ans 
 towards the marketplace of po liti cal choices. By becoming less ideological 
in their world views, post- war Eu ro pe ans had, it seemed, become more 
tactical in their po liti cal loyalties, prioritizing their personal concerns 
and the security of social stability over the more fundamental strug gles of 
po liti cal regime of the recent past.198

In this way, citizenship and consumerism undoubtedly came closer 
together.199 In a thoughtful and wide- ranging speech entitled (in its pub-
lished form) “La crise de la démocratie,” the French politician and recent 
prime minister Pierre Mendès France gave voice in July 1955 to the con-
cerns of many within the po liti cal elite when he regretted the decline in 
civic spirit— civisme— that he believed had occurred among voters over 
recent years. Too many citizens, he observed, seemed to think only of their 
personal interests, besieging him and other parliamentary deputies, for 
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example, with requests that their sons should be exempted from military 
ser vice in Algeria.200 Such behaviour, and the wider depoliticization that 
it seemed to betoken, was, however, a reconfiguration of the relationship 
between citizens and the po liti cal pro cess. As the new social protests of the 
 later 1960s would well demonstrate, individuals had in no sense turned 
their back on po liti cal engagement; still less had they abandoned the 
ambition to improve their personal or collective position within society. 
But the means of achieving  those goals had changed. Frontal challenges 
had been replaced by more indirect forms of action; outright commitment 
had been replaced by a more tactical awareness of knowing when to make 
demands and when to keep quiet, with the consequence that po liti cal 
engagement was located within a wider calculus of personal and  family 
interest. In  these ways, demo cratic politics might have become less turbu-
lent, but it had also become more pervasive.
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ch a pter fi v e

Contesting Democracy
the demo cr atic critique of democr ac y

something changed in the culture of Western Eu ro pean democracy 
in the early 1960s. The model of rather  limited and carefully structured 
demo cratic government that had provided the states of Western Eu rope 
with their route out of the crises of the 1930s and 1940s no longer garnered 
the same degree of elite, popu lar, and— more especially— intellectual sup-
port. Instead, a wide variety of voices began to be raised, criticizing the 
shortcomings of the demo cratic regimes, as well as advancing alterna-
tive visions of a demo cratic society and politics. Much of this discontent 
remained muted, constrained by the rejection of the authoritarian past 
of Nazism (and its allies) and the pre sent real ity— especially  after 1956—
of the tangibly oppressive Communist regimes in central and eastern 
Eu rope. This was not, therefore, a return to the debates of the 1930s, with 
their stark juxtaposition of alternative ideological world views. Instead, 
the dissenting voices of the 1960s focused on the perceived failings of the 
existing po liti cal structures, questioning  whether the vertical hierarchies 
of repre sen ta tion through parliaments, parties, and interest groups  were 
the best means of achieving the goals of individual freedom, social jus-
tice, and a participatory demo cratic culture. But debates about means also 
became debates about ends. In par tic u lar, a radical cultural and po liti-
cal critique emerged that questioned the forms of authority— explicit and 
implicit— within modern socie ties. This also challenged the nature of the 
post- war settlement. Far from creating a new demo cratic culture, the 
changes  after 1945,  these critics argued, had dismantled the authoritarian 
regimes while retaining the edifice of state power, and a society of regi-
mented and  limited freedoms.
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None of this was entirely new.  There had always been  those, on the 
right and (particularly) the left, who had placed themselves outside the 
frontiers of post- war demo cratic convergence. But what changed was 
that the debate about democracy became, so to speak, a debate within 
democracy. The division was no longer between what Karl Popper had 
termed the open society and its enemies,1 but between the defenders of 
the po liti cal status quo and  those who from a wide variety of standpoints 
sought variously to reform, restructure, or transform the existing model of 
democracy. To impose too  great a clarity on  these critical voices would be 
misleading; indeed, their principal characteristic was that they remained 
fluid, or even at times incoherent, inclined to reject formal structures and 
what Raymond Aron ner vously termed “the silken thread of legality”—le 
fil de soie de la légalité—in favour of the emotive pull of dreams of radical 
change, new forms of community, and the models of participatory democ-
racy coming into being in the post- colonial world.2 This was also a debate 
that was much more than po liti cal. One of the distinguishing character-
istics of the critical debate of the 1960s was that it encompassed an often 
bewilderingly diverse range of issues, including social justice, repre sen-
ta tion, and the nature of the state, as well as  human solidarity and the 
emancipation of the individual.

In their diff er ent guises,  these advocates of change could be in turn 
reformist and revolutionary, incremental and local, as well as all- 
encompassing and explic itly global. But what they shared was a sense of 
dissatisfaction, and at times of frustration. The wars of the recent past 
(including  those with Soviet Communism) appeared to be effectively over, 
or at a standstill, and this encouraged a sharper focus on the shortcom-
ings of the society and politics that they had created.  These critiques high-
lighted the social injustices that persisted within socie ties of affluence, 
the ever more vis i ble inequalities of race and gender, and the structures 
of repression and social control engrained within modern state power. 
Rooted within the new methodologies of social science,  these ideas cir-
culated initially among the few rather than the many; but through their 
wider diffusion they soon became part of how many Western Eu ro pe ans 
came to see and judge their own democracy.

The events that contributed to this shift in the terms of demo cratic 
debate are not difficult to identify. The world changed shape quite rapidly 
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from the early 1960s onwards, as the demise of Eu ro pean global empires 
and the emergence of new forms of economic power and state develop-
ment in Africa, Asia, and the  Middle East appeared to suck power away 
from Eu rope and  towards the global South.  These changes gave rise to 
new liberation campaigns and wars— most notably in Algeria, Cuba, Viet-
nam, and across the post- colonial  Middle East— and also to new forms 
of demo cratic practice. As a consequence, the west lost any claim to an 
exclusive owner ship of democracy, as new states and movements emerged 
that explic itly rejected western norms.3 In par tic u lar, many of the democ-
racies of the global South dispensed with the formal exercises of multi-
party electoral politics in favour of more amorphous mass movements 
and local community politics, based on the melding of the models of the 
socialist world with more indigenous traditions.4 The locus and character 
of the Cold War was also changed by  these global shifts. The Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis of 1962 was effectively the last direct confrontation between the 
two rival power blocs generated by the partition of Eu rope at the end of 
the Second World War. Significantly, too, it occurred not in Eu rope but 
in the Ca rib bean, in the wake of the overthrow in 1959 of an American- 
backed dictatorship in Cuba by a constellation of radical anti- imperialist 
forces headed by Fidel Castro. Henceforth, US- Soviet rivalries manifested 
themselves not in preparations for war in Eu rope, but rather through the 
competitive pursuit of quasi- imperial influence across the post- colonial 
world. The tools of diplomatic patronage, military sponsorship, financial 
aid, and economic development  were the new means by which the United 
States and the Soviet Union built co ali tions of support and dependence, 
particularly in the  Middle East, South East Asia, and sub- Saharan Africa.

Western Eu ro pe ans  were spectators, or at most secondary participants, 
in  these wider global events. In the words of Reinhard Bendix— one of the 
band of German refugees from Nazism who had subsequently built an 
academic  career in the United States— they  were witnesses to “a waning of 
the Eu ro pean age.”5 The Eu ro pean powers  were frequently implicated 
in the conflicts that developed in Africa and Asia from the 1960s onwards, 
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notably through the volatile legacies of their imperial rule. But their role 
was increasingly cast in the past tense. Eu rope was becoming simply 
Eu rope: a region located between the superpowers, in Anton DePorte’s 
influential formula.6 And this in turn accorded a new in de pen dence to 
Western Eu ro pean po liti cal life. While the structures of Soviet military 
and po liti cal control remained explicit in the east,  things  were tangibly 
diff er ent in the west. During the  later 1940s and 1950s, the need to defend 
the territories and regimes of Western Eu rope from Communism, as well 
as the pressing priorities of material reconstruction, had appeared to 
provide a self- evident justification of democracy, and of alliance with the 
United States. By the 1960s, however, this no longer seemed to be the case, 
and the focus of po liti cal and intellectual discussion shifted from trench 
warfare between democracy and its opponents to the diff er ent ways of 
envisaging democracy.

This was a debate focused on the pre sent and the  future; but it was also 
one about the recent past. With the passage of time, many Eu ro pe ans came 
to reflect critically on the events of the war years and their aftermath. In 
par tic u lar, many came to feel that the liberation had been a missed oppor-
tunity when Eu rope could and should have enacted a more radical recon-
figuration of social and po liti cal power.7 Control of state institutions, so 
it was argued, had remained in the grasp of a relatively closed ruling elite, 
many of whom  were linked by their past actions, affiliations, or mentalities 
to the authoritarian regimes of the preceding de cades, be they Nazism in 
central Eu rope, the Fascist regime in Italy, or the Vichy state in war time 
France. The demo cratic debates of the 1960s  were therefore in part an 
autopsy of the events of the mid- twentieth  century, rooted in a perceived 
need to come to terms with that past through the purging of state institu-
tions, and the prosecution of  those responsible for the crimes of the war 
years— above all the persecution of Eu rope’s Jewish populations.

At the same time, however, attitudes  towards democracy  were also 
influenced by the scale of the changes that had taken place in the socie ties 
of Western Eu rope since the war. The sense of living in an era of ever- 
accelerating change became one of the most pervasive commonplaces of  
the 1960s.8 The modern seemed inescapable, through the ubiquity of new  
technologies and the tangible newness of the physical and social 
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environment that had emerged since the war. Western Eu ro pe ans lived 
in new ways in new buildings, communities, and even towns, which con-
trasted with the mid- century socie ties that they used to inhabit, and which 
for the most part they could still remember. As a consequence, the fron-
tier between past and pre sent had, it seemed, drawn closer to the pre sent, 
generating a widespread belief that Eu ro pe ans  were inhabiting an era in 
which the mindsets and institutions of the past  were no longer valid. This 
also applied to democracy. A po liti cal structure that had been created so 
directly out of the strug gles of the past needed to be rethought to match 
the aspirations of an emphatically modern world.

The apparent disjuncture between a rapidly changing pre sent and the 
rigidities of the po liti cal structure that had developed over the preced-
ing de cades was central to the debates of the 1960s. What had once been 
the solution to Eu rope’s prob lems of governance was in danger of com-
ing to be seen as the source of the prob lem, prompting multiple proj ects 
for reform. Some of  these concentrated on institutional change, with the 
ambition of creating more efficient structures of decision- making. But 
many  others sought to encourage greater participation. The perception 
that po liti cal institutions had become too remote from wider society was 
voiced with increasing insistence during the 1960s, leading to calls for a 
broader refounding of democracy. In its more specific forms, this often 
focused on plans for countering the trend  towards oligarchical rule by 
elites and experts by revitalizing the methods of election and repre sen-
ta tion within the po liti cal system. But it also encompassed more radical 
ambitions to relocate democracy to the local and community level. By dis-
mantling the hierarchical structures of state power and control, society 
would be freed to govern itself. Such ideas, and the aspirations that they 
expressed, reflected a more educated and individualist society, in which 
 people  were no longer content simply to be alive and to be experiencing 
rising living standards. Instead, they wanted to enjoy a greater personal 
freedom to live their lives as they chose, and to exercise a real influence on 
how the affairs of their po liti cal community, both local and national,  were 
conducted.

 These aspirations lacked a unifying ideology. If  there was a movement 
or individual capable of rallying the diverse voices calling for a reform of 
democracy in the 1960s, it never succeeded in making itself felt. Instead, 
the debates of the de cade remained obstinately plural and diffuse, in both 
their inspiration and their ambition. It is impor tant, too, not to exaggerate 
their radicalism. Partly  because of the shadow cast retrospectively by the 
events of 1968, it would be easy to construct an impression of a dominant 
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mood of discontent, or even of proto- revolutionary revolt. This is indeed 
how narratives of the 1960s have often been written, both at the time and 
in retrospect. The quasi- revolutionary events that swept across Paris and 
other major cities and university campuses in Western Eu rope in 1968 
are presented as the culmination of pressures that had built up over the 
preceding years.9 Statistics of economic growth, numbers of university 
students, pop- music sales, and even the use of the contraceptive pill are all 
assembled to construct a catch- all account of Eu rope’s last revolution.10

Books on origins and  causes  were indeed part of the intellectual men-
tality of the 1960s. The genre had been founded, in its modern form, by the 
French historian Georges Lefebvre, who wrote, for the 150th anniversary 
of the French Revolution of 1789 in 1939, a succinct account of its origins, 
presenting it as the emergence of a new society out of the feudal strait-
jacket of the ancien régime.11 Lefebvre’s book was banned the following 
year by the new rulers of Vichy France, and eight thousand copies of it 
destroyed;12 but the model proved influential, and a  whole series of his-
torical works  were published across the post- war de cades that approached 
past events— notably the En glish Civil War, the First World War, and the 
Rus sian Revolution—in terms of their po liti cal and social  causes.13 Gen-
erally broadly Marxist or progressive in inspiration, such works conveyed 
a sense that history proceeded through a series of stages of moderniza-
tion, from which  there was no retreat, each of which was rooted in the 
divorce that developed between a fixed po liti cal system and the changing 
society over which it sought to rule. Revolutions, and other major histori-
cal upheavals, this lit er a ture served to underline, occurred for good rea-
son. Thus, despite, or perhaps  because of, its failure to overturn the state 

9. See, for example, the phraseology of Damir Skenderovic and Christina Späti with 
reference to Switzerland: “68 ne serait pas une  simple irruption mais bien la suite logique 
d’une histoire longtemps enterrée” (Années 68, 19).

10. J. Jackson, Milne, and Williams, May 68. The classic expression of this approach to 
the “long 1960s” is A. Marwick, The Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, Italy, 
and the United States, c.1958– c.1974 (Oxford, 1998), esp. 3–20. But see also G. De Groot, 
The 60s Unplugged: A Kaleidoscopic History of a Disorderly De cade (London, 2008), and 
Horn, Spirit of ’68.

11. G. Lefebvre, Quatre- vingt- neuf (Paris, 1939), translated into En glish as The Coming 
of the French Revolution, 1789 (Prince ton, NJ, 1947), and many subsequent editions.

12. R. R. Palmer, preface to The Coming of the French Revolution, 1789, by G. Lefebvre 
(Prince ton, NJ, 1947), vi.

13. F. Fischer, Krieg der Illusionen: Die deutsche Politik von 1911 bis 1914 (Dusseldorf, 
1969); L. Stone, The  Causes of the En glish Revolution, 1529–1642 (London, 1972). For a 
more ironic description of this preoccupation with causality, see A. Cobban, Historians and 
the  Causes of the French Revolution (London, 1958).
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regimes of Western Eu rope, 1968 rapidly became incorporated into this 
historical canon—an event, like the revolutions of 1848 or the Paris Com-
mune of 1870–71, to be celebrated not so much for its achievement as for 
its potentiality.14

Perhaps characteristically, Raymond Aron was an immediate critic of 
this interpretation, which he believed invested the actions of the student 
activists with an unwarranted legitimacy. In his polemical La révolution 
introuvable (part of which was originally published as a series of articles 
in Le figaro as the events unfolded in 1968) he invoked Tocqueville’s hos-
tile perceptions of the revolutionaries of 1848 to pre sent his own, rather 
dyspeptic, account of the irrationality of the protest movements. For him, 
1968 should not be regarded as a true revolution, but as a series of acci-
dents that had demonstrated the continued presence of what he deplored 
as “le virus révolutionnaire” within French society. Led astray by their 
lack of po liti cal maturity, the self- styled revolutionaries had neglected the 
essential modest virtues of demo cratic freedom. Instead, they pursued 
chimerical dreams of a millennial moment of transition that, if by some 
mischance they had come to pass, would have ended in disaster.15

Aron’s voice was an isolated one, and on the  whole has remained so. If 
nothing  else, the activists of 1968 have been fortunate in their historians, 
who have generally taken as their starting point the assumption that the 
protests of the era  were the expression of a wider po liti cal and social mal-
aise.16 This approach has many strengths, especially  because of the way in 
which it focuses attention on the societal tensions generated in France and 
elsewhere by the imbalance between rapid socio- economic changes and 
the absence of equivalent po liti cal and institutional reforms. But it also 
risks confining the demo cratic debates of the 1960s within a teleological 
framework whereby every thing is presented in terms of how it contributed 
to the making of “the generation ’68.”17 This chapter therefore seeks to 
avoid the rather self- limiting focus on the events of that year. Instead, it 
explores the diff er ent discourses about democracy that developed during 
the 1960s— some of which contributed to the radicalism of 1968, while 
 others emphatically did not. Indeed, the sheer diversity of views advanced 

14. M. Seidman, The Imaginary Revolution: Pa ri sian Students and Workers in 1968 
(New York, 2004), 1–10.

15. Raymond Aron, La révolution introuvable (Paris, 1968), esp. 141–53 (quotation at 
144); Craiutu, “Thinking Po liti cally,” 73–102.

16. This is an approach that remains apparent in Ludivine Bantigny’s excellent recent 
study of France in 1968: 1968: De  grands soirs en petits matins (Paris, 2018).

17. See the intelligent critique by Julie Pagis in May ’68: Shaping Po liti cal Generations 
(Amsterdam, 2018), 26–28.
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during the 1960s demonstrates how democracy had become itself a subject 
of debate. And that, too, was a demonstration of the po liti cal evolution 
that had taken place in Western Eu rope since the war.

This new mood of debate, and increasingly of contestation, developed 
rather suddenly from the end of the 1950s into the 1960s. When, for 
example, the young Jürgen Habermas published his Habilitation thesis in 
1962, rather indigestibly entitled (in its En glish translation) The Struc-
tural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category 
of Bourgeois Society, it may have launched his distinguished intellec-
tual  career, but the themes that he espoused echoed preoccupations that 
 were becoming increasingly prominent in Eu ro pean po liti cal debates. 
Published only two years  after Raymond Aron’s speech in Berlin, Haber-
mas’s study belonged to a tangibly diff er ent generation. Born in 1929, 
his intellectual development had been emphatically post- war, albeit 
one that remained profoundly overshadowed by the legacies of Nazism 
and of the war years. Habermas’s thesis charted what he regarded as 
the decline of the public sphere of rational debate first created by the 
Enlightenment. In con temporary society, parliament had been subor-
dinated to the control of po liti cal party- machines, social organ izations 
had “re- feudalized” the public sphere with their private interests, and the 
“industry of po liti cal marketing” had turned po liti cal leaders into com-
modities to be sold to the population.  These changes had, in turn, robbed 
the citizen of his or her sense of participating in a larger demo cratic poli-
tics. The citizen was at best a consumer, and at worst a  simple spectator in 
a pro cess that had the superficial appearance, but  little of the substance, 
of democracy.18

Habermas’s complex academic formulations  were hardly the material 
of po liti cal slogans; but the themes that he foregrounded, and more espe-
cially the contrasts he drew between the rituals and real ity of democracy, 
 were widely voiced in Eu ro pean po liti cal and intellectual debate during 
the early 1960s. Government, it was asserted, had become too impervi-
ous to the concerns of ordinary  people, creating what a Belgian politician 
of impeccably moderate views, Arthur Gilson, politely termed a “worry-
ing discrepancy”— inquiétant décalage— between the existing structures 

18. Habermas, Structural Transformation, quotations at 195 (re- feudalization; 
repeated on p. 231 at greater length) and 216 (industry of po liti cal marketing).
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of demo cratic repre sen ta tion and the needs of the con temporary age.19 
For  those on the Marxist left, this disjuncture was unsurprising. It was 
the expression of the structural inequalities inherent in cap i tal ist soci-
ety, which had distorted the  whole proj ect of demo cratic repre sen ta tion, 
generating what the out spoken intellectual of the New Left André Gorz 
termed “a state of profound crisis.”20 But the complaint that the machin-
ery of demo cratic repre sen ta tion no longer worked to convey the demands 
of society was also expressed by many  others. For some, the prob lem lay 
in the way in which the old vices of party corruption and self- interest had 
once again inserted themselves between the  people and their rulers.21 For 
 others, however, the explanation lay in the way in which the social, eco-
nomic, and cultural changes that had occurred in Western Eu rope since 
the Second World War had encouraged an oligarchic and anti- democratic 
structure of decision- making. Rather than government by the  people, or at 
least by their representatives assembled in elected chambers, democracy 
had become, in the words of the secretary general of the Gaullist Party 
in 1964, Jacques Baumel, a “management democracy”— démocratie de 
gestion— where the real power lay in the hands of “a regime of technicians, 
specialists, and decision- makers.”22

The remedy to this de- democratization—or Entdemokratisierung 23—
of the pro cess of governance lay, it was widely asserted, in creating new 
and more direct forms of communication between rulers and ruled. This 
was a language that was exploited most dramatically by de Gaulle. He had 
become increasingly frustrated by the constraints on his freedom of po liti-
cal manoeuvre imposed by the constitution of the Fifth Republic, and in 
1962 he abruptly abandoned his former po liti cal caution. Buoyed by the 
Evian Agreement with the Algerian nationalists of the FLN in March 1962, 
and its overwhelming ratification by the French  people in a referendum in 
April, de Gaulle de cided to create the more presidential structure of rule 
that had long been his personal preference. He dismissed Michel Debré as 
prime minister without reference to parliament, and replaced him with 
his personal nominee Georges Pompidou. Then, in September, he abruptly 

19. A. Gilson, Pour une démocratie efficace (Louvain, 1965), 11. See, for very similar 
comments, F. Perin, La démocratie enrayée (Brussels, 1960).

20. A. Gorz, Socialism and Revolution (London, 1975), 73–82, quotation at 73. Gorz’s 
book was written in 1965–66. Re. Gorz, see also A.  Little, The Po liti cal Thought of André 
Gorz (London, 1996).

21. Dujardin and Dumoulin, Jean- Charles Snoy, 327–51.
22. Quoted in Watson, “Internal Dynamics of Gaullism,” 189. See, for similar com-

ments, Club Jean Moulin, Etat et le citoyen, 188–89.
23. Falla, Zwischen Integration und Klassenkampf, 198.
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announced a referendum on a constitutional revision that would institute 
the direct election of the president by universal suffrage.24

What effectively amounted to a second founding of the Fifth Republic 
aroused strong opposition within the French po liti cal elite. His actions pro-
voked predictable outrage from parliamentarians outside of the ranks of 
the new Gaullist party, the UNR, including on the part of  those figures such 
as the Socialist Guy Mollet who had supported de Gaulle in 1958, as well 
as more private criticisms by state officials who feared that the direct elec-
tion of the president would open the way to a demagogic politics.25 Parlia-
ment passed a vote of censure in Pompidou’s government on 5 October, to 
which de Gaulle responded by simply reappointing Pompidou, dissolving 
parliament, and calling new elections.  These actions  were far from being 
entirely constitutional, but de Gaulle received retrospective vindication of 
them through the majorities he won relatively narrowly in the referendum 
in October on the constitutional revision, and which the UNR obtained by 
a more convincing margin in the legislative elections held in November.26

As always with the rather sudden changes of direction that character-
ized de Gaulle’s long po liti cal  career, it is difficult to divine  whether his 
actions reflected anything more than an impulsive wish to evade being 
constrained by the actions of  those— notably elected politicians, but also 
the officials who constituted the Conseil d’état (Council of State)— whose 
pretentions and autonomy he clearly resented.27 However, the changes 
that they brought about in the demo cratic politics of the Fifth Republic 
 were significant and enduring. The representative politics embodied by 
the National Assembly was doubly diminished: the prime minister and 
ministers, it was now clear,  were responsible to the president and not to 
parliament, while the direct election of the president substantially tilted 
power within the Fifth Republic  towards a president whose demo cratic 
mandate and seven- year term of office enabled him to act in de pen dently 
of the constraints imposed by politicians and parties.28

24. Berstein, Republic of de Gaulle, 67–73.
25. Andrieu, “Politiques de Pierre Sudreau,” 76–77; D. Mauss, “Guy Mollet et 

l’élaboration de la Constitution de 1958,” in Guy Mollet: Un camarade en République, ed. 
B. Ménager, P. Ratte, J.- L. Thiébault, R. Vandenbussche, and C.- M. Wallon- Leducq (Lille, 
1987), 349–63.

26. A. Shennan, De Gaulle (London, 1993), 110–13.
27. J. Jackson, Certain Idea of France, 558–63; M.- C. Kieffer, “L’impératif des  grands 

corps,” in De Gaulle et les élites, ed. S. Berstein, P. Birnbaum, and J.- P. Rioux (Paris, 2008), 
82–83.

28. Berstein, Republic of de Gaulle, 77–78, 84–86; V. Wright, The Government and 
Politics of France (London, 1978).
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In practice, de Gaulle’s attempt to create what Aron referred to rather 
ironically in Bonapartist terms as “le troisième Empire”29 was only a par-
tial success. In the first and only presidential campaign he contested in 
1965, he was unexpectedly forced into a second- round run- off against the 
fiercest critic of his new po liti cal regime, François Mitterrand.30 More-
over, in 1969, it was his defeat in a referendum held to approve his pro-
posals for a new regional structure of government that would prompt his 
abrupt resignation as president.31 More generally, too, the personalized 
and hierarchical model of governance that de Gaulle aspired to achieve sat 
awkwardly with the under lying culture of French democracy. The elected 
representatives assembled in the twin  houses of the National Assembly 
and the Senate remained the expression of the irreducibly partisan and 
territorial characteristics of French po liti cal life. Moreover, for all of the 
emphasis that de Gaulle liked to place on elevating the autonomy of the 
state, and the corps of elite officials who embodied it,32 he was obliged to 
rely on the collective skills of the same state bureaucrats, technicians, and 
local notables who had carried so much of the weight of France’s recon-
struction since the Second World War.33 Thus, the governing culture of 
the Fifth Republic continued to operate within the mould created by its 
pre de ces sor. Rule by assembly, and consequently by co ali tion govern-
ments composed of elected po liti cal figures had indeed gone, but this had 
not freed the central state from the constraints imposed by local officials, 
as well as a broad range of economic interest groups and social organ-
izations. Governance was a complex  matter, and the ability of the state to 
address dossiers of economic modernization and social reform relied to a 
large degree on its ability to gain the collaboration of  these wider societal 
forces.34

De Gaulle never therefore achieved his desired transformation in 
state power. But it is difficult not to see in de Gaulle’s aspiration for an 

29. Raymond Aron, Démocratie et totalitarisme, 13.
30. F. Mitterrand, Le coup d’état permanent (Paris, 1964), esp. 271–79; Berstein, Repub-

lic of de Gaulle, 193–202.
31. Berstein, Republic of de Gaulle, 233–41.
32. M. O. Baruch, “Les élites d’état dans la modernisation,” in De Gaulle et les élites, ed. 

S. Berstein, P. Birnbaum, and J.- P. Rioux (Paris, 2008), 95–111. See also the con temporary 
cele bration of this new state culture in J. Ardagh, The New France (Harmonds worth, UK, 
1970).

33. Watson, “Internal Dynamics of Gaullism,” esp. 181–306; Chapman, France’s Long 
Reconstruction, 299–312.

34. See the examples provided by Newsome, “ ‘Apartment Referendum,’ ” 329–58; H. 
Bonin, “L’action du premier ministre Chaban- Delmas pour rendre la France industrielle 
plus performante (1969–1972),” Revue historique 654 (2010): 397–426.
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“accord direct”— a direct bond— between the president and the  people the 
expression of the wider evolution taking place in the assumptions that 
had underpinned understandings of democracy in Eu rope since the Sec-
ond World War.35 With the development of new forms of communication, 
 there no longer seemed to be the same need to rely on the intermediate 
institutions of parliament and the po liti cal parties. Instead, referenda, the 
new technologies of po liti cal communication, and above all the media of 
state- controlled radio and tele vi sion, seemed to offer the possibility of a 
permanent dialogue between rulers and ruled. Technology was in that 
sense not only—as Habermas and many on the left alleged— a threat to 
the values of a plural civil society, but also had the potential to generate 
alternative forms of democracy. The increased interest in presidentialism 
reflected this mentality. Especially during the presidency of John F. Ken-
nedy between 1961 and 1963, American democracy—so long regarded with 
some disdain in Europe36— became a more vis i ble and attractive example 
for many Western Eu ro pe ans of how a personalized system of rule could 
combine effective executive authority, informed by modern forms of tech-
nical expertise, with the direct engagement of the electorate.37

One such advocate for the need to modernize the machinery of demo-
cratic government was the French centre- left politician Pierre Mendès 
France, who in 1962 published a forceful book entitled République mod-
erne.38 Mendès France was no ally of de Gaulle; indeed, he was one of 
the few figures within the po liti cal elite who had consistently opposed de 
Gaulle’s actions since 1958.39 But,  after a brief period as prime minister 
in 1954–55, he had become one of the most forthright critics of the timid-
ity and conservative instincts of the parliamentary culture of the Fourth 
Republic. The source of the prob lem, Mendès France declared, lay not 
only with specific individuals and parties but also a more general lack of 
a shared civic spirit among elected representatives and the wider popula-
tion.40  There was therefore a need to rethink the princi ple of repre sen ta-
tion to achieve “a demo cratic irrigation”— une irrigation démocratique—of 

35. Charles de Gaulle, speech, 8 June 1962, in de Gaulle, Discours et messages 3: 422.
36. See pp. 146–47.
37. Andrieu, Amour de la République, 422–37.
38. P. Mendès France, La République moderne (Paris, 1962).
39. Chatriot, Pierre Mendès- France, 170–74; Chapman, France’s Long Reconstruction, 

209–59.
40. See, for example, Mendès France, “Crise de la démocratie,” 81–103, and “La Répub-

lique,” in Oeuvres complètes, vol. 4 (Paris, 1987), 341–47. See also pp. 253–54.
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the collective life of the nation.41 This required re- engaging  people with 
po liti cal debate, and supplementing the individual franchise by the col-
lective repre sen ta tion of interest groups. Thus, just as de Gaulle called 
on occasions for the involvement of  those whom he termed the “living 
forces”— forces vives—of the nation with the pro cess of government,42 
Mendès France advocated the replacement of the Senate— created in the 
1870s as a bastion of the po liti cal notables of rural and provincial France— 
with a Conseil économique et social (Economic and Social Council) com-
posed of the representatives of the economic interest groups of the mod-
ern economy.43

Mendès France’s combination of resonant phrases and rather modest 
suggestions for reform was characteristic of much of the debate that devel-
oped around democracy in Western Eu rope during the early 1960s.  There 
was a widely shared sense that something needed to be changed, but much 
less agreement as to how, and in what direction, that change should be 
effected. On one point, however, almost every body was agreed: democracy 
must be “modern.” A system of parliamentary government initially devised 
in the age of the stagecoach, one collective volume published by French 
state officials and po liti cal figures in 1961 declared, was not fit for purpose 
in the second half of the twentieth  century.44 Throughout Western Eu rope, 
 there was a preoccupation with modernizing the pro cesses of government. 
The creation in 1962 of the first centre- left government in Italy since the 
immediate post- war period fostered hopes of a reformist spirit of govern-
ment, just as the  Labour Party in Britain came into power  after the 1964 
election as a self- proclaimed modernizing party that would use the new 
tools of planning to transform Britain’s economy and society.45 The term 
“modern” in this context often meant  little more than the aping of a fash-
ion able rhe toric of science and technology, deployed to avoid addressing 

41. Mendès France, République moderne, 49. Re. Mendès France’s ideas, see also the 
collection of essays in F. Bédarida and J.- P. Rioux, eds., Pierre Mendès- France et le mendé-
sisme (Paris, 1985).

42. A. Chatriot, “A la recherche des ‘forces vives,’ ” in S. Berstein, P. Birnbaum, and J.- P. 
Rioux, eds., De Gaulle et les élites (Paris, 2008), 219–37.

43. Mendès France, République moderne, 29–49. When he republished the book in 
1966, Mendès France toned down the suggestion of replacing the Senate with a Conseil, 
seemingly  because in the interim the same reform had been proposed by his nemesis, de 
Gaulle: Chatriot, Pierre Mendès- France, 178.

44. Club Jean Moulin, Etat et le citoyen, 9–18. On the club, see also the essential study 
by C. Andrieu, Amour de la République.

45. Ginsborg, History of Con temporary Italy, 267–72; G. O’Hara, From Dreams to Disil-
lusionment: Economic and Social Planning in 1960s Britain (Basingstoke, UK, 2007), 9–36.
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harder questions about po liti cal and economic power.46 But in some cases 
it also betokened a more substantial aspiration for po liti cal reform. More 
than fifteen years  after the end of the war, the shortcomings of the po liti-
cal settlements concluded in 1945  were becoming more apparent. This was 
particularly so in Austria and Belgium. In both of  these states, po liti cal 
change became entangled with a broader reconfiguration of the nation 
and its institutions. In Belgium, this arose from the perceived failings of 
the centralized constitutional structure inherited from the nineteenth 
 century, and the pressure for regional devolution generated by increasing 
tensions between the francophone south and the Dutch- speaking north.47 
In Austria, the debate surrounding the so- called Demokratiereform in the 
early 1960s reflected similar frustrations at the absence of any substantial 
constitutional reform  after the recovery of national in de pen dence in 1945. 
Instead, the two dominant po liti cal forces— the SPÖ and the ÖVP— had 
effectively divided up power within a  grand co ali tion, denying the electors 
any significant sense of demo cratic choice.48

The desire to create a more participatory po liti cal system and demo-
cratic culture became a consistent theme of the 1960s. This was above all a 
debate conducted among po liti cal and intellectual elites. The idea that the 
somewhat divergent priorities of effective authority and demo cratic control 
could be reconciled within a system of government that would be both more 
efficient and more modern formed part of the mood of the age.49 But it 
also reflected a change in generation among the po liti cal elites. The new fig-
ures who came to the fore in most Eu ro pean states at this time— more self- 
consciously modern, pragmatic, and in their own minds less ideological— 
were concerned to differentiate themselves from the more conservative 
ambitions of their pre de ces sors.50 Democracy, however, proved easier to 
rethink or to reimagine— especially within the culture of think tanks and 
po liti cal clubs that proliferated during the 1960s51— than to reform. The 
sheer complexity of the mechanisms of modern government acted as an 
obstacle to substantial change. State bureaucracies both central and local, 
parliamentary assemblies and their committees, institutions of social and 

46. See the spirited polemic: P. Foot, The Politics of Harold Wilson (Harmonds worth, 
UK, 1968).

47. Conway, Sorrows of Belgium, 374–86.
48. Pelinka and Welan, Demokratie und Verfassung, 53–54; Kreichbaumer, Zwischen 

Land und Bund, 15–76.
49. Chatriot, Pierre Mendès- France, 177; Watson, “Internal Dynamics of Gaullism,” 

105–6.
50. Aerts et al., Land van kleine gebaren, 269.
51. Andrieu, Amour de la République, 449–50.
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economic negotiation, and the wider world of pressure groups and associa-
tions all formed part of the institutional machinery of Western Eu ro pean 
democracy, which was both its most imposing achievement and also the 
principal explanation of its immobility.52 Once it had come into being, this 
way of conducting and managing democracy obeyed its own internal logic, 
and cultures of decision- making, which tended to blunt the impact of any 
reform. The furniture could be moved around, in terms of the par tic u lar 
responsibilities of institutions or the procedures for the taking of decisions, 
but the wider shape of the demo cratic po liti cal pro cess had reached a level of 
maturity that seemed to render impossible any more fundamental change.

This lack of significant change encouraged the radicalization of the cri-
tiques voiced against the existing order. Rather than simply the failings 
of par tic u lar constitutional structures, or methods of repre sen ta tion, the 
 whole emancipatory pretention of modern democracy was increasingly 
called into question. The ideal of demo cratic self- government was the 
creation of Eu rope’s modern ideologies of liberalism and of revolution, 
but had been negated by the exploitative mechanics of capitalism and the 
authoritarianism of state power. The most prominent exponent of this 
critical discourse was Herbert Marcuse, who had initially been a member 
of the Frankfurt School  until he was forced out of Germany in the Nazi era 
and had pursued a post- war academic  career in the United States. Mar-
cuse was already an established figure, but he acquired a much wider pub-
lic profile in Western Eu rope and North Amer i ca through the publication 
of his One Dimensional Man in 1964.53

One Dimensional Man was a consciously polemical work that con-
tained  little that had not already been said by  others (and, indeed, by 
Marcuse in his  earlier writings), but it brought  those themes together in a 
manner that, rather like Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex at the end 
of the 1940s, succeeded in encapsulating certain of the key ideas, and more 
especially the emotions, of the era. Marcuse’s principal target was the new 
apparatus of “totalitarian” state control generated in the western world by 
technical advance. This had created a rational universe that excluded the 
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means or even the very possibility of imagining a diff er ent po liti cal system, 
with the consequence that a “comfortable, smooth, reasonable demo cratic 
unfreedom prevails in advanced industrial civilization, a token of techni-
cal pro gress.”54 The fact that the large majority of the population accepted 
this civilization— and the compensatory benefits that it provided, such as 
the welfare state— did not make it, in Marcuse’s eyes, any more legitimate. 
Po liti cal change, if it was to happen at all, would need to come from the 
outside. The impetus would not be provided by the rusting institutions of 
state socialism in the Communist east, but through a revolt from the global 
South that would demonstrate to the populations of the west the possibility 
of embracing a true, and  human, freedom, liberated from the institutional 
and ideological structures of state control.55

Marcuse’s preoccupations, rooted in the tradition of critical social 
analy sis developed by the Frankfurt School, and supplemented with a cer-
tain anti- modern romanticism, constituted an unlikely basis for rethink-
ing the basis of a demo cratic politics.56 But the pervasive pessimism of 
Marcuse’s text, and his rejection of any easily accessible po liti cal alterna-
tive, was a major component of its appeal. It reflected the spirit of an age 
that had moved beyond the ideological battlefields of the early and mid- 
twentieth  century, and had turned instead—as indeed had Habermas, who 
worked briefly as an assistant to Marcuse—to the analy sis of the structures 
that underpinned, and imprisoned, the proj ect of modern western society. 
This shift from the vis i ble and the tangible to the invisible and the dif-
ficult to grasp was perhaps the most impor tant change that took place in 
intellectual fashion during the post- war de cades. Some of  these critiques 
remained rooted in the intellectual traditions of western Marxism, albeit 
now increasingly emancipated from the socialist east and, indeed, from 
the po liti cal proj ects of Eu ro pean Communism.57 But many drew on other 
intellectual traditions such as the critical anthropology of Claude Levi- 
Strauss, the schools of post- Freudian psy chol ogy, and the new languages 
of re sis tance and critique provided by post- colonial writers and by studies 
of gendered inequalities.58 Common to all of  these somewhat amorphous 
bodies of ideas was a preoccupation with the deep structures of language, 
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of social organ ization, and of the construction of the psychological self, 
which explained the conflicts inherent to modern socie ties but also, si mul-
ta neously, the difficulty of imagining, and still more accomplishing, any 
radical change.

This was therefore a post- political language of social critique, which 
decoupled the critical analy sis of western society from po liti cal action. 
Some of the key thinkers of the 1960s engaged in po liti cal militancy— 
above all, of course, John- Paul Sartre, who in the 1960s threw himself into 
a wide range of revolutionary  causes, spread out across the globe.59 But 
 others such as Marcuse and Habermas remained primarily in the aca-
demic sphere— “tenured radicals,” as one right- wing critic of their influ-
ence termed them— examining critically con temporary social and intel-
lectual structures without thereby investing in the seemingly illusory 
possibilities of po liti cal or institutional change.60 This lack of an explicit 
interconnectedness between intellectual critique and the politics of the 
age explains also why the primary audience for many of  these ideas during 
the 1960s lay in the expanding ranks of the intelligent sia.

 Here too the laws of supply and demand applied. The proportion of 
young  people aged between twenty and twenty- four attending higher 
education in Western Eu rope increased quite rapidly during the post- war 
de cades from 3.63 per cent in 1950, to 6.93 per cent in 1960, and to 14.51 
per cent in 1970.61 This expansion in numbers did not imply a demo cratic 
revolution: access to higher education remained more  limited than in the 
United States, and most especially very unequally distributed between dif-
fer ent social groups. But this in equality increased its short- term impact. 
It reshaped the younger generations of the Eu ro pean  middle class, who 
shared a common educational background, and a more mobile sociabil-
ity focused on the new university campuses and the networks of connec-
tion that developed around student life.62 Much as an “excess of educated 
men” had contributed to the revolutionary fervour of 1848,63 this new 
intelligent sia emerged as the principal social constituency of hostility to 
the demo cratic status quo. They provided the audience, and indeed the 
market, for an intellectual culture of po liti cal and social critique that 
was conveyed by the media of print, radio, and tele vi sion.  These  were 
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consciously difficult ideas, the comprehension of which demanded not 
only a wider cultural literacy but also the intellectual training most readily 
derived from higher education. The consequent merger of audience and 
ideas generated a socially inverted pyramid of po liti cal dissent. The exist-
ing structures of democracy  were attacked not by the socially disadvan-
taged or marginalized, but by  those who, on the basis of their education 
and qualifications,  were the most obvious beneficiaries of a more urban-
ized and professional society.64

The demands voiced within this milieu reflected their specific griev-
ances against a university system that in many Eu ro pean states lacked 
the material resources to cope with the substantial increases in student 
numbers, and remained dominated by outmoded syllabuses and archaic 
hierarchical structures of internal governance.65  These institutional griev-
ances provided a focus for their wider spirit of alienation from a society 
that seemed resistant to their needs and personal freedom. This found 
expression through the cultural rebellions of fashion,  music, and popu lar 
culture. But it also became a debate about democracy, and its limits. Both 
inside and outside their educational institutions, many students wished 
to have the opportunity to act as demo cratic citizens, and yet found them-
selves circumscribed by the rigidities of institutional structures, and by 
a system of po liti cal repre sen ta tion that accorded  little space to youth. 
Hierarchies of age and the orga nizational structures of po liti cal parties 
and assemblies marginalized voices from below, especially when they  were 
couched in the radical languages and rebellious actions of the young.66

In this way, the specific became the general, as the sectional griev-
ances voiced within a more assertive young intelligent sia became part 
of an amorphous movement of dissent, which denounced the absence 
of fundamental po liti cal debate within Western Eu ro pean socie ties. The 
existing “formal democracy” claimed its legitimation from the periodic 
consultation of the  people through elections, while the daily practice of 
state and institutional power excluded popu lar participation through the 
rational logics of bureaucratic procedure and a repressive tolerance, which 
allowed the expression of alternative ideas while excluding the possibility 
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of any radical change.67 In common with Marcuse’s One Dimensional 
Man, many of  these ideas  were emphatically anti- modern in tone. Echo-
ing long- established discourses of hostility to modern mass society,68 they 
denounced how technology and capitalism constrained citizens within 
“an oppressive mass state” that offered only the simulated freedoms of 
material products and welfare provision. Western socie ties had acquired 
the means to generate nuclear power, build motorways, and even send 
spacecraft  towards the moon, but  human freedom, creativity, and self- 
expression had been stifled by omnipresent structures of repression— 
political, economic, and psychological.69

Such voices— including that of Marcuse— could easily be dismissed as 
marginal figures on the intellectual fringes, who lacked a significant audi-
ence, or indeed any coherent vision of a po liti cal alternative. But what gave 
their writings a broader impact was the way in which they contributed 
to the shift that took place during the 1960s in the terms of demo cratic 
debate. This did not signify— a few radical voices aside— the  wholesale 
rejection of the concept of democracy; but, rather than focusing on its 
achievements and benefits, attention turned to the limits, constraints, and 
failings of demo cratic politics. This was a perspective that owed much to 
an enhanced awareness of the inequalities of social class, gender, and race 
within Western Eu ro pean society; but it was powerfully reinforced by the 
impact of forces external to Eu rope. A series of events across the world 
during the late 1950s and early 1960s served both to emphasize the dimi-
nution of Eu ro pean power and to encourage a more critical appraisal of 
its purposes. The wars of retreat engaged in by Eu ro pean imperial powers 
and the emergence of new voices of liberation in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
Amer i ca, as well as the civil- rights movement in the United States, and 
even the Eichmann trial held in Jerusalem in 1961  after the kidnapping 
by Israeli forces of the former Third Reich official from his post- war exile 
in Argentina— all raised awkward questions about the past and pre sent of 
Eu ro pean democracy.

Nothing encapsulated  these issues more profoundly than the unde-
clared war conducted by the French army and state from 1954 to 1962 
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against the nationalists of the FLN and its affiliated organ izations in Alge-
ria. The institutional crisis generated by the deployment of a predomi-
nantly conscripted army of French citizen soldiers to defend republican 
legality against the rebels of the FLN brought about the effective collapse 
of French state authority in May 1958, and the replacement of the Fourth 
by the Fifth Republic through the agency of the providential figure of de 
Gaulle.70 But its po liti cal and social impact was far more wide- ranging. 
More emphatically than any of the many colonial wars engaged in by 
Eu ro pean powers in the post- war years in Malaya, Vietnam, the Dutch 
East Indies, Palestine,  Kenya, and elsewhere, the Algerian War under-
mined the historic association of democracy with the languages of free-
dom and pro gress.71 Rather than a conventional war against a formal 
 enemy, the military actions in Algeria  were couched in the language of 
 legal exceptionalism. It was a pacification campaign conducted within 
the frontiers of the French Republic, the successful prosecution of which 
came to depend on the forcible occupation and control of rural and urban 
space, and large- scale police actions against an unfortunate civilian popu-
lation, the true po liti cal opinions of which remained almost impossible 
to divine.  There was rarely a defined front line; while the attacks on the 
French authorities  were conducted by an elusive  enemy who resorted to all 
of the unconventional tactics of guerrilla warfare, including assassinations 
and bomb explosions. This drew the French forces into a cycle of reprisal 
actions and the institutionalized use of torture in the vain hope of break-
ing the orga nizational structures and morale of their opponents.72

What was striking about the conflict, as it escalated inexorably during 
the late 1950s without  either side acquiring a decisive advantage, was the 
way in which it inverted the narratives of the Second World War in France. 
The French became in effect a conscript army of occupation (assisted by 
a considerable number of Algerian auxiliaries, perceived in turn as col-
laborators by the Algerian nationalists of the FLN), seeking to get to grips 
with an  enemy who claimed the higher legitimacy of nationalism to justify 
its violent re sis tance to French rule. For its advocates, however, the cam-
paign to defeat the FLN was one conducted in the name of demo cratic 
legality and freedom. Algeria was not a colony. It had long been part of 
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metropolitan France, and its representatives (albeit elected only by the 
minority of the population who qualified for French citizenship) sat in the 
French parliament. The military actions in Algeria  were therefore con-
ducted by the demo cratically elected governments of the French republic, 
in the name of the defence of republican order. In the language of the pro-
paganda tracts published by the army and distributed to conscripts sent 
to serve in Algeria, the French soliders  were defending “the very values of 
our civilization” against the “regime of terror” conducted by the FLN and 
their Communist allies.73

French actions in Algeria— much like  those by the British state in 
Northern Ireland over subsequent decades— were therefore conducted 
through the institutions and language of democracy, but raised ever more 
pressing questions about the legality of the demo cratic state and the obe-
dience owed to it by its citizens. The military operations in Algeria ini-
tially served to polarize French po liti cal and intellectual elites along lines 
familiar since the Dreyfus Affair, between the defenders of the honour of 
the French army and nation, and  those— including Raymond Aron— who 
regarded the conflict as a doomed attempt to uphold colonial methods of 
rule that threatened to undermine the legitimacy of the French Repub-
lic.74 But, as the war continued without any prospect of a resolution, it 
also prompted more active re sis tance among sections of French society— 
some of whom explic itly linked the legitimacy of their actions of re sis tance 
against the state to French re sis tance against German occupation between 
1940 and 1944.75 This entanglement of past and pre sent was reinforced by 
revelations of the torture conducted by the army in Algeria. Conveyed ini-
tially by the first- hand testimony of a Communist in Algeria, Henri Alleg, 
in La question published in 1958,  these reached a much larger audience 
through Sartre’s power ful pre sen ta tion of Alleg’s account in L’express. The 
undeniable real ity of the brutal actions being carried out in their name 
could not fail to pre sent awkward comparisons for French citizens with 
the crimes committed by the German authorities in war time occupied 
France.76 This was especially so for the more than one million French 
conscripts who  were obliged to serve in Algeria. Most of  these accepted 
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their ser vice, no doubt regarding their involvement in the military opera-
tions as the  legal consequence of their demo cratic (male) citizenship, but 
a minority refused to do so, claiming a higher obedience to their po liti cal 
convictions or to their Christian- inspired conscience.77

Thus, in much the same way as the civil- rights campaigns taking place 
at the same time in the United States, the French military operations in 
Algeria complicated the relationships between democracy, universal citi-
zenship, and  legal and  human rights. If the state, constituted by the demo-
cratically elected representatives of the  people, could not be relied upon 
to act in accordance with the dictates of morality or indeed the  simple 
rule of law, then this legitimized not merely the withholding of consent 
but also engagement in  those actions— even violent ones— that stepped 
outside of the  legal obligations of citizenship. As Aron wrote at the time, 
Algeria gave the French a bad conscience, not  because—as he claimed— 
their actions  were so terrible or so indefensible, but  because the conflict 
was destructive of any confident sense of moral superiority.78 Nor was 
it the only such dilemma. Instances of the complex conflicts that could 
arise between demo cratic citizenship and obedience to moral conscience, 
po liti cal conviction, or group identity proliferated across Eu rope during 
the 1960s. Campaigns of protest conducted in the name of democracy and 
 human rights against, variously, nuclear weapons, the denial of minority 
language rights, and laws banning homosexual acts, drug consumption, 
or abortion all emerged as ele ments of a new agenda of contentious issues 
in Western Eu rope in which the personal, the  legal, and the po liti cal  were 
inextricably intertwined.79

Some of  these forms of “rights- based activism” concerned primar-
ily questions of individual freedom, while  others— such as the civil- 
rights movement that developed in Northern Ireland at the end of the 
1960s— acquired a much more collective and explic itly po liti cal charac-
ter.80 All, however, worked to unbalance the operation of democracy, caus-
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ing individuals to hesitate before obeying the  orders of the state, and also 
prompting  those same state authorities to pause before making demands 
of their citizens. In response, a new repertoire of forms of collective action 
emerged that  were more questioning of established assumptions and more 
challenging of hierarchies.  These acts of dissidence  were generally sec-
tional, and  stopped short of a categorical rejection of the legitimacy of the 
existing state structures; but they  were all indications of a less disciplined 
society in which the absence of explicit revolt could not be mistaken for 
a broader po liti cal consent. Above all, they indicated the way in which 
democracy was, in effect, changing sides within Eu ro pean politics. Rather 
than the defining characteristic of the established order, it was becoming 
the legitimation of the new politics of protest.81

One tangible indication of this new social mood was the radical changes 
that took place within Catholicism in Western Eu rope during the 1960s. 
 Little that had occurred in Eu rope since the war had weakened the pres-
ence and influence of the Church in the Catholic areas of non- Communist 
Eu rope. Indeed, assisted by the presence of Christian Demo cratic politi-
cians in positions of governmental authority in a number of states, the 
Church had been able to reinforce its social role in the provision of educa-
tion and welfare.82 But much was also changing within Catholic ranks. 
Despite the efforts of Pope Pius XII to assert the hierarchical discipline 
of the Church, new doctrines of personal theology encouraged both clergy 
and laity to adopt a more individual definition of their faith. A new gen-
eration of theologians such as Henri de Lubac, Yves Congar, and Gustave 
Thils came to the fore during the post- war years, who rejected the papal 
image of the Church as an immutable bastion of truth. Instead, religion 
was a phenomenon that evolved and interacted with what Thils termed 
“réalités terrestres.” This required the Church to develop a theology of the 
temporal; but it also empowered the Catholic laity to explore their under-
standing of their faith, and its social and spiritual implications, rather 
than simply obeying clerical (and, more especially, papal) authority.83

This too was a demo cratic mentality, and one that transferred eas-
ily from the spiritual realm to more po liti cal concerns. The successful 
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establishment of Christian Democracy as the principal vehicle of Catholic 
politics in post- war Eu rope had relied on a rather careful ambivalence 
between diff er ent definitions of its purposes.84 With time, however, the 
predominantly centre- right and governmental orientation of the Chris-
tian Demo cratic parties led more radical voices within Catholic ranks to 
explore alternative means of giving expression to their po liti cal aspira-
tions. Among many Catholic activists who had participated in the vari-
ous experiments of collaboration with the po liti cal left in the immediate 
post- war years, as well as the new generations of Catholics active in youth 
movements and universities,  there was a wish to create a more militant 
and spiritually driven Catholic politics, in de pen dent of the conservative 
social and po liti cal alliances favoured by clerical and secular hierarchies.85

This mentality of innovation contributed to the energy that charac-
terized the Second Vatican Council (held from October 1962 to Decem-
ber 1965), which was initiated by Pope John XXIII when he succeeded 
Pius XII in 1958. The major doctrinal and ecclesiastical changes de cided 
upon at the Council  were far from being the product of a demo cratic pro-
cess. The discussions  were conducted within the cloistered institutions 
of the Vatican, and excluded any role for the Catholic laity. Nevertheless, 
the changes that emerged from  these often intense discussions marked 
a major victory in terms of doctrine and organ ization for the new ways 
of thinking that had been maturing in Catholic ranks over the preceding 
de cades.86 The reforms served moreover as the inspiration for the spirit 
of democ ratization that swept through almost all areas of Catholic life 
in Western Eu rope during the 1960s. Catholic  women’s groups, farmers’ 
leagues, and, above all, youth movements and po liti cal parties all under-
went an almost continuous pro cess of innovation as they cast off their 
confessional identity in favour of more open and demo cratic definitions 
of their purposes. This pro cess of change was not uncontested, especially 
when it provoked heavy- handed attempts at reasserting clerical and insti-
tutional control. But, especially when the reformers  were able to win the 
support of reform- minded Church figures, it led to a surge in new forms 
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of Catholic- inspired social and po liti cal engagement.87 Much of this took 
a radical form, motivated by a concern for social injustices in Eu rope and, 
more especially, in the developing world, which became a major focus 
of Catholic activism in the 1960s.88 It also reflected the ascendancy of a 
new demo cratic spirit in Catholic ranks. Rejecting the defensive preoc-
cupations that had often dominated in Catholic organ izations,  these new 
Catholic movements sought to build alliances with  those from outside 
Catholic ranks who shared their ideals. For some groups and individu-
als, this led them over time to loosen their Catholic affiliation in favour 
of a non- denominational identity; but it also encouraged  others to adopt 
more militant forms of Catholic engagement focused on the assertion of a 
Catholic presence in the con temporary world.89

The trends evident within Catholic movements— less deference and 
discipline, more assertiveness and outspokenness— were replicated across 
many other areas of Eu ro pean life during the 1960s. The new spirit of 
workplace militancy reflected much the same spirit of activism. Rather 
than relying on corporatist negotiations between trade- union lead-
ers, employers’ representatives, and government, workers’ committees 
within factories focused on changing the local real ity of workers’ lives.90 
A similar radicalization was evident in  women’s movements and farmers’ 
groups, as well as in a wide range of new movements, which campaigned 
on local community  matters or on more global issues, such as protection 
of the environment or Third World development. Some of  these groups 
espoused an explicit po liti cal agenda; but what mattered more was their 
demo cratic spirit of activism. Rather than calling on their national lead-
ers or government— local or national—to act, they took action themselves, 
by launching forms of direct protest or by instigating local initiatives that 
operated outside of official structures.91

 These changes in the forms and spirit of po liti cal and social action  were 
demo cratic; but they also changed democracy. The conscious attempts 
made during the immediate post- war years to contain po liti cal participa-
tion and debate within the rational logics of institutions  were challenged 
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by a younger generation who rediscovered the languages and methods of 
protest.92 This forged a less structured and disciplined po liti cal culture, 
which incorporated a range of new cultural and social issues, as well as 
participants— such as  house wives and students— who had previously been 
on the margins of po liti cal debate. The Hungarian po liti cal phi los o pher 
Agnes Heller once remarked that the greatest shift that took place during 
the 1960s was from the formal to the informal. Hierarchies of institutions, 
practices of action, and codes of po liti cal behaviour, dress, and language 
 were all challenged or subverted as the terms of Eu ro pean po liti cal debate 
adapted to this wider culture of informality.93

This shift in the practices and mentality of democracy took place within 
Eu rope, but often drew its inspiration from elsewhere in the world. Models 
of po liti cal and social action poured into Eu rope in the 1960s— carried 
by the new direct media of film and television— from the campuses and 
streets of North Amer i ca as well as from a wide range of locations and 
strug gles across the post- colonial world. Some of  these, such as the Indian 
subcontinent or the cities of francophone West Africa,  were places that had 
long participated from afar in Eu ro pean intellectual and po liti cal debates, 
but  others  were emphatically new locations. As a consequence, politics 
became more direct but also more virtual; Eu ro pe ans took up  causes that 
did not directly concern them in lands that they did not know, but which 
seemed to pre sent a vivid contrast to their relatively pale demo cratic poli-
tics. Cuba and Latin Amer i ca, Vietnam and subsequently Cambodia, and 
Mao’s China, among many  others, all served, sometimes in very approxi-
mate ways, as exempla of what seemed to be a more vital and participatory 
politics where  people fought— and died— for rights that Eu ro pe ans took 
for granted.94

The origins of  these new forms of politics  were often close to home. 
Western Eu ro pean cities in the post-1945 era  were the metropoles of impe-
rial power, but also major sites of anti- colonial re sis tance. The presence in 
post- war Europe—as exiles, as students, or simply as mi grant workers—of 
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many of  those individuals and groups who would emerge over the subse-
quent de cades as the most influential nationalist leaders in former colonial 
territories also had more local consequences. Many  were si mul ta neously 
members of Eu ro pean intellectual and po liti cal groups of diff er ent hues, 
including particularly Communist and Catholic parties, trade  unions, and 
affiliated organ izations. Some  were high- profile intellectuals who gave a 
voice in Eu rope to the mentalities and opinions of the Third World—as 
it came to be termed in the early 1960s— most notably Frantz Fanon and 
Aimé Césaire within French intellectual culture.95 But  others  were a more 
local presence, who helped to create a greater awareness among Eu ro pean 
populations of the injustices of colonialism, and thereby also a more criti-
cal perception of the racial hierarchies within the universalist discourses 
and structures of Eu ro pean democracy.96

This was reinforced, but also complicated, by the mass immigration into 
the states of Western Eu rope that occurred during the 1950s and 1960s.97 
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figure 9. The democracy of protest: a march against the Vietnam War in Odense in 
Denmark in 1969. The City Archive of Odense
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This most profound of post- war Eu rope’s social transformations was at 
first almost invisible to the majority of Eu ro pe ans. The diverse commu-
nities of mi grant workers, immigrants, refugees, and Eu ro pean popula-
tions returning from the lost lands of empire (notably the so- called pieds 
noirs from Algeria) lived, often quite literally, on the margins of society, 
occupying shanty towns, densely populated public- sector housing, or 
com pany accommodation, which expressed their transient position in 
Eu ro pean socie ties. Quite rapidly, however, this changed, as  these popula-
tions entered mainstream employment, and the families they established 
became a vis i ble presence in wider society. As a consequence, Eu rope dis-
covered rather abruptly that it had become in effect a society of racial dif-
ferences. This was nothing new: Eu rope had long been more diverse in 
terms of ethnicity and religion than its inhabitants  were inclined to think. 
But the new migrations, and their irreversible nature, had a greater impact 
 because of the way in which Western Eu ro pe ans had become accustomed 
over the course of the twentieth  century to define themselves as a homo-
geneous and white society.98

Some of  these ethnic communities, such as the Portuguese, Span-
ish, and southern Italian mi grants,  were the continuation of established 
routes of passage from areas that had long served as a source of cheap 
 labour for Eu rope’s more northerly industrial regions; but much more 
novel was the vis i ble presence of African and Asian populations drawn in 
large numbers from former or current imperial territories, as well as so- 
called “guest workers” from Turkey and the North African Maghreb. The 
racial prejudice, and manifold forms of social and economic discrimina-
tion, that  these populations encountered was accompanied too by a defen-
sive reflex that defined Eu ro pean socie ties in contradistinction to  these 
minority communities. Demo cratic practices and values became part of 
how Eu ro pe ans defined their social norms, the adoption of which became 
the price of admission for minority groups into that wider society. But 
the presence of a cosmopolitan range of minority populations in many of 
Western Eu rope’s major cities and smaller communities steadily changed 
the textures of Eu ro pean society, as individuals from  these groups became 
fellow workers, consumers of social and educational ser vices, neighbours, 
parents and, often rather belatedly, citizens and voters. Western Eu rope 
had become multicultural, a term that originated in North Amer i ca, but 
which became by the 1970s not only a description of Western Eu ro pean 
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real ity but also a focus of governmental initiatives and, in some quarters, 
a source of pride.99

This change in the make-up of society altered how Eu ro pe ans viewed 
their politics. The mi grant populations brought with them new po liti-
cal languages, including traditions of communally or religiously defined 
politics. Eu ro pean democracy as a consequence became more diversified 
and global, as it incorporated ways of  doing democracy that originated in 
the cities and villages of the global South. The impact of  these new influ-
ences contributed, too, to the emergence of what became known during 
the 1960s as the New Left. The decline since 1956 in the po liti cal plausi-
bility of pro- Soviet Communism created space for new forms of radical 
politics, which sought to rescue the emancipatory dynamics of Marxism 
from the statist and centralizing priorities of the Eu ro pean Communist 
parties.100 The New Left had no single po liti cal definition, and it drew 
on a number of alternative left traditions that had become marginalized 
during the mid- century ascendancy of pro- Soviet Communism.101 But 
the appeal exerted during the 1960s by the revolutionary movements of 
the post- colonial world also encouraged emulation of movements, such 
as Maoism, that derived their inspiration from outside of Eu rope.102 For 
a generation of student radicals— supported also by more established fig-
ures of the left, such as Sartre— the model of neighbourhood mobiliza-
tion and workplace militancy that they perceived in the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution seemed to offer an intransigent politics of revolt, freed from 
the compromises inherent to more conventional politics.103 While efforts 
to translate  these aspirations into a mass movement  were on the  whole 
an emphatic failure, their activism and models of grassroots organ ization 

99. Chin, Crisis of Multiculturalism, 14–17.
100. M. A. Bracke, “The Parti Communiste Français in May 1968: The Impossible Rev-

olution?” in Between Prague Spring and French May: Opposition and Revolt in Eu rope, 
1960–1980, ed. M. Klimke, J. Pekelder, and J. Scharloth (New York, 2011), 66–68.

101. P. Gottraux, Socialisme ou barbarie: Un engagement politique et intellectuel dans 
la France de l’après- guerre (Lausanne, 1997); J.- P. Joubert, Marceau Pivert et le pivertisme: 
Révolutionnaires de la SFIO (Paris, 1977);  Little, André Gorz, 6; G. Sandoz, “Etre révolu-
tionnaire,” in Ecrits politiques, by R. Dutschke ([Paris], 1968), 10–11.

102. H. Nehring, “ ‘Out of Apathy’: Genealogies of the British ‘New Left’ in a Transatlan-
tic Context, 1956–1962,” in Between Prague Spring and French May: Opposition and Revolt 
in Eu rope, 1960–1980, ed. M. Klimke, J. Pekelder, and J. Scharloth (New York, 2011), 20; 
T. Buchanan, East Wind: China and the British Left, 1925–1976 (Oxford, 2012), 199–204.

103. P. Gavi, J.- P. Sartre, and P. Victor, It Is Right to Rebel (London, 2017); D. Reid, 
“Etablissement: Working in the Factory to Make Revolution in France,” Radical History 
Review 88 (2004): 83–111; Khilnani, Arguing Revolution, 82.



[ 284 ] chapter five

proved to be much more widely influential. The renewed radicalism of 
workplace committees and environmental and neighbourhood groups, 
and the direct action engaged in by a broad range of campaigning organ-
izations from the late 1960s onwards, all reflected the way in which the 
practices of demo cratic po liti cal action in Eu rope came to be durably 
inflected by models derived from elsewhere. Eu ro pean democracy had 
become less distinctively Eu ro pean.

It is tempting to see  these changes in Eu ro pean democracy as a rising 
tide of discontent, to which the natu ral conclusion was the outpouring 
of radical politics that occurred in 1968 and over the subsequent years. 
But it should of course be remembered that not all of the energy in Eu ro-
pean politics was located on the extreme left. Right- wing groups, too,  were 
part of the 1960s, generating new languages of economic freedom and the 
defence of cultural values that would lead over the course of the 1970s  
to a power ful resurgence of centre- right, and more emphatically right- 
wing, forms of politics.104 Moreover, none of  these trends substantially 
destabilized the rhythms of the established po liti cal pro cess. If one excepts 
the intervention by the col o nels in Greece and the establishment of their 
military dictatorship in 1967, the stability of Western Eu ro pean politics con-
tinued through the 1960s. At most, what changed was a modest electoral 
shift to the left, with the establishment of a  Labour government in Britain 
from 1964, and more especially the entry of the SPD into a co ali tion govern-
ment with the Christian Demo crats in Germany in 1966, and from 1969 
their leadership of a co ali tion government with the Liberals headed by Willy 
Brandt, and subsequently Helmut Schmidt. This ascendancy, which would 
last  until the 1980s, made the SPD emphatically a party of reformist govern-
ment, enabling it to increase its overall share of the vote from 31.8 per cent 
in the 1957 federal elections to 42.7 per cent in the 1969 elections.105

The continuity of this electoral politics, and the consequent incre-
mental rebalancing of Western Eu rope’s many co ali tion governments, 
indicated that  there was much that continued to work well in Eu rope’s 
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demo cratic politics. The virtuous cycle of demo cratic participation, stable 
parliamentary politics, and the expansion in state provision made pos si ble 
by relatively high taxation rates at a time of consistent economic growth 
ensured that the demo cratic model established  after the Second World 
War remained essentially in place. At the same time, as the diverse calls 
for po liti cal and institutional reform voiced during the 1960s indicated, 
this model was beginning to show its age. Some of  these points of tension 
had a long heritage in modern Eu ro pean politics. This was most obviously 
so in the case of the strike waves that occurred in a number of indus-
trial sectors in Western Eu rope during the 1960s, especially  those, such as 
iron and steel production and mining, that  were most directly exposed to 
policies of rationalization and closure.106 This worker discontent had its 
in de pen dent dynamics; and, even when strike waves coincided with wider 
forms of social protest, as was the case in France and Italy at the end of the 
1960s, they always retained their distinctive forms of action, and sectional 
goals, which reflected how the often brutal and closed world of the factory 
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figure 10. The world of industrial protest: strikers outside a factory in Frankfurt in 
1958, protesting against salary cuts. Ullstein Bild Dtl./Ullstein Bild via Getty Images
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remained at a certain distance— political and, often, geographical— from 
the broader po liti cal culture of the era.107

Other sources of conflict had much more recent origins. The  women’s 
movements, student groups, and the new forms of single- issue campaign-
ing that emerged during the 1960s  were manifestations of discontent 
generated by rapid material and cultural change. Writing at the time, 
Reinhard Bendix described it as a “crisis of legitimacy in the midst of 
affluence.”108 The phrase is an arresting one, which emphasizes the dis-
juncture between the prosperity of the era and the radicalism of much 
of the rhe toric of the  later 1960s. For  those, notably on the po liti cal left, 
who had despaired of achieving radical po liti cal change, the events of 1968 
therefore came as something of a divine surprise. As the radical French 
sociologist Edgar Morin commented with an understandable sense 
of euphoria, the way in which a sudden crisis had overwhelmed “une 
belle société de consommation”— a beautiful society of consumption— 
demonstrated the capacity for revolution that still lurked within prosper-
ous western socie ties.109

The recourse to the template of revolution to describe May 1968 was 
an understandable response to the unexpectedness of  those events, and 
their substantial aftershocks, which would continue into the 1970s. But 
it sits rather awkwardly with the sheer diversity of the politics of the era. 
The  whole point of 1968 was that it lacked the defined objective that had 
characterized the upheavals of the Revolutionary age of the eigh teenth 
and nineteenth centuries.110 When de Gaulle reportedly complained that 
it was impossible to respond to the demands of the demonstrators in May 
 because their ambitions  were so ill- defined— insaisissable—he was dem-
onstrating his lack of comprehension of the upheavals that had swept 
across Paris, as well as much of provincial France and Western Eu rope.111 
But he also had a point. The goal of the demonstrations, but also of the 
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much wider social mobilization of the era, was not the achievement of a 
list of reforms— a cahier of grievances updated from 1788–89 to reflect 
the nature of an advanced industrial society— but a much broader set of 
aspirations about the power relations that should determine democracy 
and social relations more generally.  There was no attempt at a seizure of 
power, other than the ubiquitous occupations of buildings associated with 
certain forms of institutional authority; while attempts at federation or 
central direction contradicted the spontaneity and freedoms of action and 
of speech that  were essential qualities of the radicalism of the moment.

This lack of a clear focus led many at the time, and especially in retro-
spect, to question the seriousness of the participants.112 As Morin recog-
nized,  there was always a light- hearted, festival character to the actions 
of many of the student groups.113 A new street theatre of protest devel-
oped in which the act and the language— and indeed the comedy and the 
mockery— often appeared to take pre ce dence over the goal. What mat-
tered was not the creating of something durably diff er ent but unmask-
ing the essential absurdity of the structures of bureaucratic and institu-
tional power; generating what Alain Touraine termed “a revolutionary 
movement without revolution.”114 This did of course also go far beyond 
the conventionally po liti cal. Much of the force of the events around 1968 
arose from their incorporation of a much wider explosion in social and 
cultural energies, which focused on  music, styles of fashion, and ways of 
living, as much as it did discussions of po liti cal change. This explains why, 
especially in retrospect, it has become commonplace to refer to 1968 as 
a cultural revolution: in effect, an assault on bourgeois values in all their 
forms.115 Given the way in which cultural norms did indeed change, often 
radically, during the  later 1960s and 1970s, this is not misplaced; but an 
exclusively cultural reading of the events of the era risks marginalizing the 
po liti cal and the social.116 Tony Judt’s emphatic judgement that the events 
of May 1968  were “fundamentally apo liti cal,” therefore contains only a 
partial truth.117 While the movements of the  later 1960s lacked anything 
that might have amounted to a defined po liti cal goal, they did have a very 
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strong sense of what they opposed. This included the repressive structures 
of the existing ruling order— most notably the Gaullist Fifth Republic in 
France— and the actions of an increasingly global capitalism, as well as the 
imperialist actions of the United States in the post- colonial world, above 
all in Vietnam.118 This suggests the value of a more po liti cal approach to 
the events of 1968.

Placed in the context of a longer history of democracy, the ideas that 
 were voiced  were a mixture of the familiar and the novel. The emphasis 
placed on the need to liberate society from the oppressive weight of struc-
tures that prioritized a rational bureaucratic order over the  human needs 
of  people echoed an aspiration that had been voiced in diff er ent ways on 
both right and left over the preceding de cades.119 However, it was accom-
panied by a much more categorical rejection of the legitimacy of state 
authority, and dreams of what Aron angrily dismissed as the “anarchist 
utopia” of a self- governing society.120 Taking their inspiration variously 
from the model of the Paris Commune in 1871 and the factory councils 
that emerged in Germany in the immediate aftermath of the First World 
War, the exponents of radical ideas, such as the German student leader 
Rudi Dutschke, envisaged a radical devolution of power from state institu-
tions to self- government in localities and workplaces.121

The dismantling of the apparatus of state bureaucracies would be 
accompanied, too, by a transformation in the structures of power within 
society, as the managerial dictatorship of modern capitalism would be 
replaced by workers’ power within factories. What became known as auto- 
gestion— the self- management of economic enterprises— was a key aspi-
ration of the 1968 era, which led over the subsequent de cade to a range 
of attempts to make it a real ity, most notably by the workers in the Lip 
watch factory in Besançon.122 The inspiration provided by such small- 
scale initiatives spread, however, far beyond the factory gates. The appeal 
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of auto- gestion formed part of a much wider vision of a society where in 
all spheres of life— from the factory to the village, and from the university 
to the school— individuals would work together in a manner that was both 
demo cratic and egalitarian.123

Once again,  there was  little fundamentally new about this vision of 
a devolved and participatory democracy. Much of it indeed recalled the 
aspirations during the period of liberation at the end of the Second World 
War.124 But it did mark a reversal of the logic that had governed the con-
struction of democracy over the intervening de cades. In place of the hier-
archical structure of sovereign national parliaments presiding over the 
rational distribution of resources from the central state to local institu-
tions through bureaucratic procedures, the models of self- government 
that emerged in the late 1960s asserted the primacy of local institutions. 
They would make their own decisions with the active involvement of 
 those— workers, farmers, students, parents, or  simple consumers— who 
 were most directly concerned, and who would thereby participate in the 
exercise of power. That this was a system that was not well suited to the 
needs of complex modern socie ties was both self- evident and also rather 
beside the point. As Kristin Ross has emphasized, the ambition of  those 
active in radical politics at the end of the 1960s was not to pre sent a pro-
gramme of institutional change. They used the language and ideas avail-
able to them at the time to rethink the nature of power and democracy, 
while si mul ta neously seeking to transform society from below through 
local and small- scale initiatives.125

Central to the mentality of the time was the aspiration to bring about 
a democracy in which every body would have a voice. The perception that 
representative regimes of democracy— with their  limited space for the par-
ticipation of “ordinary  people” in decision- making— did not foster a plu-
ralist spirit of debate provided the impetus for the creation of alternative 
arenas for demo cratic discussion, through general assemblies, workplace 
meetings, and the student exuberance of communes and sit- ins.126 Again, 
the rhetorical excesses and the visual images of such phenomena can all 
too easily distract from the seriousness of purpose. The arteries of po liti-
cal participation had become thickened throughout Western Eu rope by 
the 1960s, through the emergence of a more professional po liti cal class, 
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operating within po liti cal parties and drawing increasingly on the tools of 
advertising and the mass media. More generally, too, the multiple struc-
tures of repre sen ta tion, negotiation, and consultation that had developed 
in Eu ro pean socie ties since the Second World War often failed to act as a 
satisfactory means for grievances to be expressed, and opinions voiced. 
Trade  unions, farmers’ organ izations, and consumer movements  were 
dominated by a cadre of officials who  were often reluctant to engage with 
non- authorized voices, especially when they  were  those of  women, the 
young, or  people from immigrant backgrounds. Repre sen ta tion was not 
working, or at least not adequately, and that drove the desire to create a 
more open po liti cal culture in which every body would have the opportu-
nity to speak.127

This was a new definition of a demo cratic society, which took the indi-
vidual as its starting point. Much of the energy of protest in the  later 1960s 
was focused on self- emancipation, as expressed through campaigns relat-
ing to gender rights, race, sexuality, and language use; or more simply the 
right to live as one wished and say what one wanted, freed from the con-
straints imposed by state authority, social norms, and  family structures. 
This demand to be  free within a society that defined itself as  free was the 
consequence of the generational and cultural strains created by the pace 
of the social changes that had occurred in Western Eu rope since the war. 
But it also had a more po liti cal dimension. The demo cratic model that 
developed  after 1945 had rested on the tacit assumption of social homo-
geneity: national populations within Eu rope differed one from the other, 
but within the borders of each state the  people  were essentially the same. 
The principal challenges  were therefore ones of inclusion: to ensure that 
all members of the community  were able to participate in that democracy 
on an equal basis.128 By the 1960s, however, this demo cratic universalism 
was no longer universally accepted. Increasing numbers of individuals and 
groups defined themselves—or, indeed,  were defined by  others— against 
the wider society. Their ambition was not to participate in the majoritar-
ian competition of the demo cratic pro cess, but to assert their right to be 
diff er ent, as expressed through their life choices and beliefs. This created a 
new vision of democracy as a differentiated social landscape composed of 
groups possessed of their own identities, each of which had a right to self- 
expression and mutual re spect that went beyond the regime of “repressive 
tolerance” so strenuously denounced by Marcuse.
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This transition to a democracy where citizenship was based on the 
rights— both  human and more collective— that derived from identity was 
a gradual one, with a subsequent history that, over the following de cades, 
created new demo cratic norms sensitive to the manifold forms of  human 
difference, and to the need for the positive recognition and promotion of 
diversity.129 But, more immediately, the events of the  later 1960s provoked 
a surge in more radical individualism. In place of the disciplined citizenship 
of the post- war de cades,  there was now a desire to be  free: to live an au then-
tic life without censorship or constraint. This inverted the assumptions of 
post- war individualism. In place of the pursuit of  family life and material 
acquisitions fostered by what André Gorz described as an all- pervasive “pos-
sessive individualism,” many of the 1968 generation embraced experiments 
in collective living, and the conscious rejection of material prosperity.130

The more radical manifestations of this individualism  were, how-
ever, less significant than the way in which they reflected a wider shift 
in the shape of democracy. The post- war years had seen a huge advance 
in the role that the state and other public institutions played in  people’s 
lives. This boom in state activity had been legitimized by the needs of the 
moment as well as by the tangible material benefits that it had brought 
to Eu rope’s populations in the aftermath of war. By the 1960s,  these log-
ics had diminished. A more educated and politicized population was no 
longer so inclined to accept the constraints that a state- oriented democ-
racy placed on the freedom of the individual. Combined with resentment 
at the influence of the mass media— notably the Springer press empire in 
Germany— this reluctance to accept the directing authority of the state led 
to the rediscovery of the appeal of a more personal liberty: individuals, it 
seemed, wanted to be individuals.

This reassertion of the value of individual freedom was sufficiently 
flexible to be translated po liti cally in diff er ent ways. It provided a focus 
for the anti- state impulses of many of the New Left and environmentalist 
groups of the 1970s; but it also contributed to the cele bration of the self- 
reliant individual espoused by  those neoliberal advocates of market choice 
who came to the fore during the final de cades of the twentieth  century.131 
Its more profound impact, though, was to throw the state on the defen-
sive. The new ideologies of freedom eroded the legitimacy of the state as 
the central organ izing institution in Western Eu ro pean lives. In spheres 
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as diverse as economic policy, education, welfare structures, and public 
broadcasting, the end of the 1960s marked the high- water mark of state 
direction. Thereafter,  these forms of provision gradually receded, as tasks 
formerly accomplished by public institutions  were transferred to private 
companies, or to semi- public institutions that operated at a distance from 
state control. This too changed democracy. The turn away from univer-
sal provision destabilized a model of democracy that had been designed 
 after 1945 in large part around the directing role of the state. The edifice 
of parliaments and parties established to bring that state  under effec-
tive demo cratic control, and thereby to set the priorities—in par tic u lar 
through control of the bud get process— for public policy- making, was in 
effect diminished by the retreat of central government. Its levers of demo-
cratic control no longer had the same efficacity, as the responsibilities of 
states  were assumed by a variety of transnational bodies that operated 
beyond the sovereignty of parliaments— notably the institutions of Eu ro-
pean cooperation—or simply by private companies acting according to 
market forces.

In this way, as in  others, the challenges to the existing model of democ-
racy that came to the fore at the end of the 1960s had less the character 
of an end than of a beginning, providing a preliminary sketch as to how 
democracy throughout the western world would be reshaped across the 
final de cades of the twentieth  century. Yet, the events of the late 1960s 
 were also an ending. More especially, they marked the culmination of 
the post- war proj ect of democracy that over the preceding twenty- five 
years had carried the fractured western states of Eu rope from the cha-
otic realities of the mid-1940s to a position in which the new entity of 
Western Eu rope could pre sent itself with some confidence to the world 
as the epitome of a modern society that provided its populations with a 
combination of po liti cal stability, social and civic equality, and personal 
and collective freedom. To describe this as an achievement would be a 
misnomer, risking replicating the teleologies that have often characterized 
the writing of Eu rope’s twentieth  century.132 But the scale of the change 
that had occurred since 1945 was both emphatic and—in marked contrast 
to the divisions and wars of preceding decades— remarkably unitary. It 
was also, to all intents and purposes, irreversible. At moments of crisis, 
notably in 1958 and 1968 in France, Eu ro pe ans sometimes frightened 
themselves by imagining the possibility of some form of fascist takeover 

132. M. Conway, introduction to Eu rope’s Postwar Periods–1989, 1945, 1918: Writing 
History Backwards, ed. Conway, P. Lagrou, and H. Rousso (London, 2019), 1–7.
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or military coup.  There  were, of course, individuals who harboured such 
ambitions, harking back to the conspiratorial politics or insurrectionary 
street vio lence of previous eras. But the unreality of  these scenarios was 
overwhelming. Reversing or overthrowing democracy in Western Eu rope 
was as difficult to imagine by the end of the 1960s as it had been easy to 
achieve in many states of Eu rope between 1918 and 1945. But this did not 
mean that democracy had reached some form of stasis. As the contested 
politics of the 1970s would amply demonstrate, it was easier to denounce 
the shortcomings in the existing model of democracy than to arrive at a 
 viable alternative. But the under lying real ity of the disjunctures that had 
developed between state institutions, society, and the aspirations of the 
population  were by the end of the 1960s undeniable. Western Eu rope had 
reached the end of its post- war demo cratic age.
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conclusion

Unmaking Demo cratic Eu rope
democr ac y a nd post- democr ac y

twenty years  after the Second World War, it might have appeared 
that Western Eu rope had solved the prob lem of modern democracy. The 
demo cratic stabilization proclaimed by Aron in 1960 had become some-
thing of a scholarly consensus among po liti cal scientists, who insisted 
that the “advanced” socie ties of Western Eu rope and North Amer i ca (as 
well as Australia, New Zealand, and Japan) had arrived at a stable form 
of demo cratic pluralism, which combined negotiation between diff er ent 
interest groups with effective executive government.1 The basis of this suc-
cess, so it was argued, lay in its complexity: by creating multiple vessels of 
decision- making, which  were interconnected both vertically and horizon-
tally, the states of Western Eu rope ensured that every body was associated, 
albeit rather indirectly, to the business of government, but no par tic u lar 
group, individual, or indeed nation was autonomously power ful. This was, 
also, a model capable of export. Differences of history, of culture, of eth-
nicity, and of religion  were real, but they mattered less than the material 
indices of socio- economic development. Therefore, as the socie ties of the 
non- European world reached par tic u lar thresholds of prosperity and educa-
tion, so they would arrive at the same plateau of po liti cal stability as had the 
democracies of Western Eu rope. In Soviet- controlled central and eastern 
Eu rope, too, the obsolescence of the regimes of state socialism—as mani-
fested by the crude repression of the Prague Spring by the military forces 
of the Warsaw Pact in the summer of 1968— encouraged a new language 
of dissidence, as well as the identification of democracy as the ultimate 

1. Conway, “Democracy in Western Eu rope,” 231–56. See also pp. 77–78.
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destination of  these socie ties.2 Of course this hegemony of democracy 
would not be easy.  There would be jolts and setbacks along the way: the 
adventurism of military coups— such as in Greece in 1967— and the dis-
ruptive charisma of individual leaders such as de Gaulle, as well as the 
pop u lism of po liti cal movements of social or national liberation. But the 
direction of travel was clear. Democracy was destined to be the po liti cal 
template of an increasingly integrated and interdependent world.

This optimism did not wear well. Rather suddenly between the end of 
the 1960s and the 1980s, the west in general, and Western Eu rope in par-
tic u lar, lost control both of global pro cesses of po liti cal development and 
of this narrative of the spread of democracy. As early as the mid-1970s, 
Communism had enjoyed new successes, far from its Soviet bastion, in 
Indochina, as well as in more mitigated forms in the progressive dictator-
ships and state socialism of the  Middle East and of post- colonial Africa. 
By 1980, it was clear that the challenges to the west lay outside Eu rope 
on the emerging battlefields of the so- called Second Cold War in Central 
Amer i ca, in sub- Saharan Africa, and— after the twin events in 1979 of the 
Ira nian revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan—in Central 
Asia. Fears of the collapse of the west proved to be exaggerated. The mili-
tary remobilization of the United States during the first term of Reagan’s 
presidency, and the strongly contested efforts to extend that pro cess to 
Amer i ca’s Western Eu ro pean allies during the early 1980s, abruptly gave 
way to the staged transformation and subsequent dismemberment of the 
Soviet Union, and in 1989 brought about the end of the concept of West-
ern Eu rope with the implosion of the state- socialist regimes of central and 
eastern Eu rope.

The Eu rope of the 1990s was, consequently, for the first time in its 
history both united and demo cratic; but the sudden turning point of 
1989 lacked something of the global significance of the other Eu ro pean 

2. Émigré groups  were, not surprisingly, the first to embrace democracy. See, for exam-
ple, V. Ivanovic, Demo cratic Yugo slavia: An Outline for Discussion (London, [1967]), 8–10. 
Attitudes  towards democracy among dissident groups in the USSR  were more nuanced. 
See, for example, the Sakharov manifesto, which preferred “democ ratization” to “democ-
racy”: A. Sakharov, R. Medvedev, and V. Turchin, “Appeal for a Gradual Democ ratization,” 
in Samizdat: Voices of the Soviet Opposition, ed. G. Saunders (New York, 1974), 399–412. 
Debates among Soviet dissidents tended to focus on ethical issues of justice and rights, 
rather than ones of po liti cal regime: see J. Bergman, Meeting the Demands of Reason: 
The Life and Thought of Andrei Sakharov (Ithaca, NY, 2009), xii– xiii. In central- eastern 
Eu rope, democracy became a much clearer basis of the manifestos of dissident groups, 
notably Charter 77 in Czecho slo va kia. See H. G. Skilling, Charter 77 and  Human Rights in 
Czecho slo va kia (London, 1981), 183–85, 209–12.
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post- war moments of the twentieth  century in 1918 and 1945.3 Eu rope 
no longer stood at the centre of its own history, as demonstrated by the 
in effec tive response of the Eu ro pean Union to the violent disintegration 
of Yugo slavia during the 1990s, and by the divisions that emerged among 
Eu ro pean states during the American- led wars in Iraq and Af ghan i-
stan. In economic terms, too, the ascendancy of a new global capitalism 
obliged Eu rope to accept the economic weather generated by more dis-
tant or universal forces. In addition, however, Eu rope had lost confidence 
in the demo cratic model that it had developed and, to a large degree, 
patented. From the beginning of the 1970s onwards, the tone of debate 
about democracy in Western Eu rope had changed markedly, as expressed 
somewhat precociously by a journalist of Le Monde, Claude Julien, in 
his Le suicide des démocraties published in 1972. In truth, Julien’s title 
was more emphatic than the contents of his now forgotten book; but his 
half- political and half- moral denunciation of the failings of con temporary 
democracy was a precursor of many works in a similar vein published over 
the subsequent years. The electorates of the western democracies, Julien 
declared,  were unhappy. They  were frustrated by their lack of effective 
control over  those who ruled them; while the material prosperity achieved 
since the war had not been matched by equivalent pro gress  towards social 
justice. The west, he concluded, in a return to the rhe toric that had been 
so popu lar in the interwar years, was experiencing a “crise de civilisation” 
that called into question its entire po liti cal and social order.4

Julien’s anx i eties about the  future of democracy became commonplace 
over the course of the 1970s. Against the backdrop of renewed economic 
crisis, strike waves, and the rekindling of po liti cal vio lence within Eu rope, 
as well as renewed geopo liti cal tensions between the United States and 
the Soviet Union, po liti cal commentators  were concerned to explore,  
in the unambiguous words of Jean- François Revel, “how democracies 
end”— comment les démocraties finissent.5 For  these predominantly lib-
eral and conservative figures, Eu rope had abandoned the rationality that 
had underpinned the democracy of the post-1945 era in favour of revert-
ing to utopian visions of radical change.6 Po liti cal debate had been taken 
over by a conspiracy of progressive voices, provoking the alienation of 

3. Conway, “Democracies,” 121–36.
4. C. Julien, Le suicide des démocraties (Paris, 1972). See the similar comments in Pon-

teil, Bourgeois et la démocratie sociale, 487–97.
5. J.- F. Revel, Comment les démocraties finissent (Paris, 1983).
6. R. Lowenthal, “On the Disaffection of Western Intellectuals” (1977), in Social Change 

and Cultural Crisis (New York, 1984), 25–41.
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the “hidden majority”— a term initially developed by Nixon in the United 
States, but widely  adopted in Eu rope during the 1970s—of sensible and 
conservative- minded citizens.7

Unsurprisingly, this attitude was shared by Raymond Aron, whose 
Plaidoyer pour l’Eu rope décadente published in 1977 was very diff er ent 
in tone from the optimism of his speech in Berlin in 1960. Democracy, he 
concluded, was in dark times; and only a forthright defence of the princi-
ple of liberty would prevent a return to the ideological wars of the interwar 
years.8 That the warnings voiced by Aron and  others  were distinctly over-
drawn mattered less than the way in which they contributed to a resetting 
of the debate about democracy. What had formerly seemed so inevitable, 
now appeared to be a broken, or substantially flawed, mechanism, scorned 
by  those who should be its defenders, and unable to respond effectively to 
the challenges of a new and much less certain age.9

The arguments deployed to justify this new- found pessimism  were 
vari ous; but at their core lay the assumption that the  triple convergence 
between society, state, and democracy that had developed  after 1945 had 
collapsed. Instead, each of  these ele ments appeared to be in conflict with 
the  others: a newly rebellious society rejected the tutelage of the state and 
the values of a demo cratic order; the state, by arrogating powers to itself, 
constrained individual freedom and impinged on demo cratic politics; 
while democracy failed to give adequate expression to societal discontents, 
but also undermined the effective operation of the state. The consequence, 
to borrow again from the phraseology of Carl Schorske but on this occa-
sion also that of Tony Judt,10 was that demo cratic politics had modulated 
into another key. Except that this time, it was undoubtedly a minor key. 
The resurgence in po liti cal vio lence and direct action engaged in by a 
number of nationalist and revolutionary movements in Western Eu rope 
during the 1970s appeared to presage a return to the more confrontational 
politics of the interwar years, while the radicalization of  labour action dur-
ing the strikes of the late 1960s and 1970s overwhelmed the corporatist 
structures of negotiation between employers and employees. The protest 
marches, strikes, kidnappings, assassinations, and bomb explosions that 

7. M. Geyer, “Elisabeth Noelle- Neumann’s ‘Spiral of Silence,’ the  Silent Majority and 
the Conservative Moment of the 1970s,” in von der Goltz and Waldschmidt- Nelson, Invent-
ing the  Silent Majority, 251–74.

8. Raymond Aron, Plaidoyer pour l’Eu rope. See p. 7.
9. C. Lefort, L’invention démocratique: Les limites de la domination totalitaire (Paris, 

1981), 28–31, 41–42.
10. See p. 72; Judt, Postwar, 484–503.
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 were relayed with a new directness by the ubiquitous medium of tele vi-
sion changed Eu ro pe ans’ perceptions of their own socie ties, and of their 
po liti cal systems. They recognized themselves to be in conflict with one 
another, and in some cases with their rulers, in ways more profound and 
more sharp- edged than could be resolved through mechanisms of demo-
cratic negotiation. As a consequence, democracy appeared to many West-
ern Eu ro pe ans to be— depending on their po liti cal perspective— besieged, 
on the retreat, or simply the source of the prob lem.11

 There was, in response, no shortage of calls to defend democracy. Espe-
cially in West Germany, the turn to vio lence by the Red Army Faction and 
other New Left groups in the 1970s prompted a return to the language 
and methods of “militant democracy” first developed by Karl Loewenstein 
in the 1930s, whereby the fragile pluralism of the Federal Republic had to 
be protected by forceful action on the part of the state against  those who 
refused to accept its demo cratic values.12 More modestly, the French presi-
dent, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, wrote a short but eloquent volume in 1976 
entitled simply Démocratie française, which sought to pre sent a vision of 
French democracy that was determinedly forward- facing. Arrestingly, Gis-
card abandoned the familiar tropes of French po liti cal rhe toric rooted in 
past history. Instead he argued that democracy would survive in France 
only if it adapted to the modern society that had come into being since the 
war.13 Many of the prob lems of French democracy, the president insisted, 
lay in the disjuncture between the social trends and movements that had 
come to the fore in the 1960s and a po liti cal system that was determinedly 
a product of a par tic u lar mid- century moment.

For many, therefore, the challenge in the 1970s was to adapt democracy 
to match the evolution of society. This could of course be conceived of 
in many ways. For the diverse constellation of social and environmental 
movements that had emerged from the events of 1968, it required aban-
doning the formal apparatus of po liti cal institutions, and adopting instead 

11. Re. the wider history of Eu rope in the 1970s, see notably T. Buchanan, Eu rope’s 
Troubled Peace, 140–61.

12. A. Rosenfeld, “ ‘Anarchist Amazons’: The Gendering of Radicalism in 1970s West 
Germany,” Con temporary Eu ro pean History 19 (2010): 365–66; P. Terhoeven, “Hitler’s 
 Children?: German Terrorism as Part of the Transnational ‘New Left Wave,’ ” in Revolu-
tionary Vio lence and the New Left: Transnational Perspectives, ed. A. Martín Alzarez and 
E. Rey Tristán (New York, 2017), 126–44. See also p. 121. For a stimulating overview of the 
history of the concept of “militant democracy,” see J.- W. Müller, “Militant Democracy,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Constitutional Law, ed. M. Rosenfeld and A. Sajó 
(Oxford, 2012), 1253–69.

13. V. Giscard d’Estaing, Démocratie française (Paris, 1976).
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a new localist activism based around “the critical renewal of daily life.”14 
The bottom-up politics engaged in by  these campaigning groups, NGOs, 
neighbourhood committees, and workers’ organ izations developed a new 
culture of direct democracy that operated largely in de pen dently of the 
more official structures of social repre sen ta tion.15 But for  those on the 
socialist left who still hoped to use the instruments of the state to bring 
about radical change, the principal priority remained the need to break the 
power of cap i tal ist structures. Only by adopting what one Belgian socialist 
tract optimistically termed a “réformisme révolutionnaire”— a revolution-
ary reformism— that confronted directly the power of capital could the 
glaring inequalities within democracy be resolved.16 Similar policies  were 
advocated, but rarely implemented, by a range of Socialist parties in the 
1970s and early 1980s, most notably the newly refounded Parti socialiste 
in France, which in 1972 agreed a common programme with the Commu-
nists, committing it to a far- reaching transformation of the structures of 
the French economy.17 In Scandinavia, too, the Social Demo crats moved 
beyond the social and welfare goals of past de cades. Instead, they devel-
oped ambitious, but ultimately abortive, plans in the 1970s to build an 
economic democracy, through a phased transition to mass participation 
in the owner ship of the principal industries.18

This desire to go beyond the limits of the existing democracy was evi-
dent, too, on the po liti cal right. One of the more remarkable aspects of 
the demo cratic settlement  after 1945 had been the way in which the major 
po liti cal traditions of the right had largely accepted the need for the state 
to play a major role in economic and social life. But this pragmatic ac cep-
tance of the managerial role of the state broke down as a consequence 
of the economic downturn of the 1970s. In response to renewed price 

14. Pagis, May ’68, 285.
15. The lit er a ture on the new politics of the 1970s is enormous. For representative 

examples, see Gildea, Mark, and Warring, Eu rope’s 1968; Tompkins, Better Active than 
Radioactive!; S. Milder, Greening Democracy: The Anti- nuclear Movement and Po liti cal 
Environmentalism in West Germany and Beyond, 1968–1983 (Cambridge, UK, 2017), 1–13; 
Vigna, Insubordination ouvrière.

16. [M.- H. Janne], Pour un renouveau du socialisme démocratique (Brussels, 1972), 
101–5.

17. D. S. Bell and B. Criddle, The French Socialist Party: The Emergence of a Party of 
Government, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1988), 72–74. See also Mitterrand, Rose au poing, 28. Re. 
the SPD, see D. Parness, The SPD and the Challenge of Mass Politics: The Dilemma of the 
German Volkspartei (Boulder, CO, 1991), 81–123.

18. N. Elvander, Scandinavian Social Democracy: Its Strength and Weakness, Acta 
Universitatis Upsaliensis no. 39 (Stockholm, 1979), 25–35; Berman, Primacy of Politics, 
197–98.



[ 300 ] conclusion

inflation, wage demands, and increasing levels of unemployment, radical 
voices on the right emerged demanding—as in the case of the Pro gress 
Party of Morgens Glistrup, which won 16 per cent in the Danish elections 
of December 1973— a marked reduction in levels of state expenditure, and 
thereby of direct and indirect taxation.19 More profoundly, too,  there was 
a shift in the terms of economic debate. The perceived failure of Keynesian 
methods of economic management to rebalance the Eu ro pean economies 
 after the twin shocks of the rise in oil prices and the collapse of the Bretton 
Woods structure of fixed exchange rates in the early 1970s led to insistent 
demands for the state to allow market forces, and more especially the sup-
ply of money, to direct economic life.20 This rejection of the scaffold-
ing of state- directed financial and price controls, collective bargaining of 
wages, and industrial planning concerned much more than questions of 
economic policy- making. For the co ali tion of think tanks, politicians, and 
lobbyists who advocated this market- led liberalism, the overriding pur-
pose was to move the locus of demo cratic power. State bureaucracies and 
the associated interest groups, notably trade  unions and protectionist pro-
fessional organ izations, which had colonized the corporatist structures of 
post- war democracy, would be replaced by the true democracy of consum-
ers and economic actors exercised through their free- market choices.21

How far the ascendancy of  these ideas amounted to the delayed vic-
tory of the neoliberal ideas that had been initially advocated by Hayek and 
 others in the immediate post- war years is open to question.22 Especially 
in its Eu ro pean form, the neoliberalism of the thinkers of the 1940s and 
1950s had been concerned primarily to insulate the  free play of economic 
forces from the disruptive impact of state structures and mass democ-
racy:  legal protection of economic activity and  free trade across national 
bound aries should take pre ce dence over legislation by nation- states and  
the sectional pressures generated by a mass democracy.23 The privatiza-
tion of public enterprises implemented in a rather ad hoc way in a number 
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23. Q. Slobodian, Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism (Cam-

bridge, MA, 2018), 1–25, 263–73.



unmaking demo cr atic eu rope [ 301 ]

of Eu ro pean states during the 1980s, as well as the mea sures taken by the 
Eu ro pean Union to liberate economic competition across national bor-
ders, owed something to this Eu ro pean variant of neoliberalism. But the 
exponents of the new economic liberalism in the 1970s and 1980s  adopted 
a much more radical spirit of mass participation. They saw themselves 
as agents of fundamental po liti cal change, drawing on Hayek’s ideas—or, 
perhaps more accurately, on slogans derived from a superficial reading of 
his work—to advocate a new democracy of market choice, based on the 
decisions of millions of consumer- citizens.24

The impact of  these ideas— espoused initially by the po liti cal right 
but also  adopted in the 1990s by many po liti cal forces of the centre- left— 
never matched the ambitions of their more militant exponents. But they 
did substantially change the structures and spirit of Eu ro pean democ-
racy. The rather formal post- war hierarchy of state institutions, parlia-
ments, and parties gave way to a more complex matrix of public and semi- 
public bodies— national but also increasingly Eu ro pean in scope—as well 
as an enhanced role for private- sector companies and for institutions of 
 legal and para legal regulation. This changed, too, the nature of citizen-
ship. Post- war conceptions of the individual citizen contributing to the 
decision- making pro cess of democracy through participating in elections, 
as well as arguing and lobbying, individually or collectively, for the imple-
mentation of par tic u lar policies, receded. Instead, citizens  were recast as 
sovereign consumers, choosing on the basis of calculations of their self- 
interest between diff er ent material products, ser vice providers, and po liti-
cal choices.

That  these neoliberal reforms could be implemented—or indeed even 
conceived— owed much to broader changes taking place in the opera-
tion of democracy. The erosion of the position of po liti cal parties as the 
intermediaries between voters and the institutions of government was 
hastened by the impact of new techniques of mass communication and 
of marketing. Po liti cal debate ceased to be conducted primarily through 
text and speech and migrated instead  towards the visual and the symbolic, 
as conveyed by the ubiquitous media of tele vi sion and po liti cal advertis-
ing. This encouraged an increasing personalization of politics, as demon-
strated by the carefully crafted pre sen ta tion of individual leaders, such 
as François Mitterrand and Margaret Thatcher. What mattered was no 

24. B. Jackson and R. Saunders, “Introduction: Va ri e ties of Thatcherism,” in Making 
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longer primarily what po liti cal figures said but the messages that they 
conveyed through their public images. The consequence was to create 
what Bernard Manin has termed an “audience democracy”: the roles pre-
viously performed by local representatives and intermediate institutions 
 were supplanted by a much more direct po liti cal culture, whereby voters 
responded to the messages embodied by leaders, who themselves operated 
increasingly in de pen dently of the formal structures of po liti cal life.25

The combined impact of  these changes was to generate a sense of 
demo cratic loss. The waning in the influence of the former institutions of 
demo cratic debate and participation— notably parties, parliaments, and 
the print press— coupled with the irresponsible power exercised by media 
conglomerates, financial institutions, and private companies made many 
Eu ro pe ans newly conscious both of their inability to hold their rulers to 
account and of the powerlessness of  those same rulers to have any impact 
on a global economic system that operated beyond governmental control. 
Power and democracy had diverged, generating an impotence common to 
both rulers and ruled.26 The consequent “demo cratic deficit” encouraged 
a recrudescence in movements of the populist right that presented them-
selves as the defenders of the interests of citizens and communities against 
the actions of, variously, national governments, Eu ro pean institutions, and 
multinational companies.27 The initial beneficiaries of this angry po liti cal 
mood  were movements of the radical right during the 1980s and 1990s, 
such as the National Front in France and the Freedom Party (FPÖ) in Aus-
tria, who repackaged their long- standing anti- establishment rhe toric to 
attack the new enemies of the  people. But it also prompted the emergence 
of entirely new po liti cal movements that  were not clearly of right or left. 
Parties led by charismatic individuals, such as Pim Fortuyn’s eponymous 
list in the Netherlands and Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, combined an 
amorphous language of “anti- politics,” and more especially of antipathy to 
a supposedly self- interested po liti cal class, with a range of neo- populist 
campaigns based on hostility to immigrant groups, economic regulation, 
and taxes on consumption. The impact of  these new groupings had con-
sequences that went beyond their often rather transient electoral success. 
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unmaking demo cr atic eu rope [ 303 ]

Most especially, they eroded the electoral base of  those “establishment” 
parties— above all the Socialists and the Christian Democrats— who had 
long dominated po liti cal life in many Eu ro pean states. As a consequence, 
Eu ro pean electoral politics lost what had hitherto been its most distinctive 
characteristic: its relative predictability.28

The more fractured and fluid politics that had emerged in Eu rope by the 
end of the twentieth  century might be more appropriately described as 
post- democracy: a politics still conducted through the language and insti-
tutional structures of democracy, but which lacked much of the former 
substance of demo cratic politics. In Colin Crouch’s formulation of the 
term, post- democracy was a means of expressing how the demo cratic 
decision- making structures of the recent past had given way during the 
final de cades of the twentieth  century to a carefully choreographed poli-
tics of pre sen ta tion,  behind which many of the most substantive issues 
 were de cided by elites whose actions  were immune from any meaningful 
degree of popu lar accountability.29 For Crouch, as for many  others on the 
po liti cal left, such as Tony Judt,  these changes  were perceived in emphati-
cally negative terms: the state had been dethroned, and the sovereign 
body of citizens determining (through their elected representatives) the 
direction of their society had been supplanted by the debased currency of 
market choice.30 This sense of living “ after democracy” gathered pace  after 
the events of 1989. With the demise of its antithesis in the state- socialist 
regimes in central and eastern Eu rope, democracy seemed to lack a clear 
direction. As Alain Touraine declared rather grandly in 1996, democ-
racy had lost hope. The progressive narratives that, since the nineteenth 
 century, had integrated the achievement of democracy within the promise 
of a better collective  future had been replaced by an individualized democ-
racy that existed only to facilitate “the  free construction of personal life.”31

Laments for a lost age of democracy— but also for the broader culture 
of social pro gress that it incarnated— became, and have remained, a key 

28. Betz, Radical Right- Wing Pop u lism; Chiarini, “Antipolitica in Italia,” 5–29.
29. Crouch, Post- Democracy, esp. 4.
30. For a power ful statement of this mentality, see Judt, Ill Fares the Land, esp. 150–51. 

See also, in a similar spirit, E. Hobsbawm, “The Prospects of Democracy,” in Globalisation, 
Democracy and Terrorism (London, 2007), 95–114.

31. A. Touraine, Democracy versus History, Institute for Advanced Studies, Vienna, 
Po liti cal Science Series no. 34 (Vienna, 1996), 3, 16.
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component of the spirit of the age: a means by which a post- war gen-
eration of predominantly liberal- minded Eu ro pe ans look back on their 
past. Yet, this frame of reference can all too easily ignore the way in which 
democracy had simply taken on a new shape. As a number of writers in 
the 1990s recognized, democracy had been reconfigured to meet the needs 
of a new world, where borders no longer had the same finality, the location 
of power had become more elusive, and personal and po liti cal identities 
 were more flexible.32 Above all, a shift had taken place from contractual 
and representative definitions of demo cratic governance to a democracy 
based on the interrelated spheres of personal choice, identity, and  legal 
and  human rights. This regime— which Bauman, never at a loss for a 
new formulation, termed “liquid modernity”33— inverted the hierarchy of 
demo cratic power. Instead of democracy acting as an upward transmis-
sion  belt by which the aggregated votes of citizens  were converted, how-
ever imperfectly, into governmental actions, democracy was re oriented 
downwards  towards ensuring a personal sphere of freedom within which 
citizens could exert real control over their lives and give expression to their 
identities. As a consequence, democracy ceased to be primarily about citi-
zens choosing their rulers but rather about the ways that the rights of citi-
zens  were guaranteed in an increasingly plural society.

This latest reconfiguration of democracy also encouraged its global-
ization. In the immediate post-1989 world, in which the principal chal-
lenge to the west appeared to have dis appeared, democracy re- emerged 
not as a par tic u lar po liti cal regime but as a universal language of personal 
freedom,  human rights, and good government. Samuel Huntington’s 
thesis— first coined in 1991—of a “third wave of democ ratization” that 
had gathered pace since the 1970s as demo cratic regimes multiplied in 
Latin Amer i ca, Asia, and Africa, emulating the previous waves of democ-
ratization that had taken place in the west, was expressive of this new 
optimism.34 Democracy had become more mobile. It was no longer the 
product of long- term evolutions within a society, but a set of  legal rights, 
institutional frameworks, and forms of social provision, which could 
be exported, and adapted, through the application of more intelligent 

32. See, for example, D. Held, Democracy and the Global Order: From the Modern State 
to Cosmopolitan Governance (Cambridge, UK, 1995).

33. M. Carleheden, “Bauman on Politics: Stillborn Democracy,” in The Sociology of Zyg-
munt Bauman: Challenges and Critique, ed. M. H. Jacobsen and P. Poder (Aldershot, UK, 
2008), 177–87.

34. S. P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democ ratization in the Late Twentieth  Century 
(Norman, OK, 1991). See, for a more recent restatement of the same thesis, B. Weijnert, 
Diffusion of Democracy: The Past and  Future of Global Democracy (Cambridge, UK, 2014).
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policies of socio- economic development, to meet the needs of any society. 
This optimism proved, in many cases, to be unjustified. As the resurgence 
in non- democratic forms of authoritarian rule during the first de cades 
of the twenty- first  century amply illustrated,  there remain limits to the 
transferability of democracy. But, more importantly, the durable differ-
entness of many of the democracies in Asia and Africa from any western 
template has demonstrated that globalization does not imply uniformity. 
On the contrary, the differentiated cultures of democracy across the con-
temporary world indicate the emergence of what Ewan Harrison and Sara 
McLaughlin Mitchell have termed “a post- western demo cratic order.”35

Yet, though  there is no longer much that is distinctively western, or 
more especially Eu ro pean, about democracy, the idea that Eu rope is dis-
tinctively demo cratic has remained a prominent ele ment of Eu ro pean 
po liti cal rhe toric. Democracy, it is frequently asserted, is what unites 
Eu rope’s nation- states, defines its po liti cal institutions, and underpins its 
social and cultural value structures. The reasons why this should be so owe 
much to the history of Eu rope since 1945: democracy became during the 
second half of the twentieth  century something that Eu ro pe ans told one 
another about themselves, and thereby about their own collective identi-
ty.36 But this “Eu ro pe anization” of democracy also owed much to a series 
of alternative  others against which Eu ro pean socie ties defined themselves: 
initially communism and, less explic itly, the mass society of the United 
States, but subsequently the popu lar movements and dictatorships of the 
decolonizing world, and from the 1990s onwards the Islamic world, and 
its alternative definitions of personal identity and of po liti cal community. 
In this way democracy remains a means by which Eu rope describes its dif-
ferentness, as well as enabling it to continue to lay claim to the owner ship 
of democracy.

As this book has sought to argue,  there is a need for a more critical 
understanding of the interrelationship between the history of democracy 
and the history of Eu rope. Such an approach has two distinct ele ments. 
Firstly, the demo cratic era that lasted for roughly twenty- five years from 
the end of the Second World War to the late 1960s needs to be analysed 

35. E. Harrison and S. McLaughlin Mitchell, The Triumph of Democracy and the 
Eclipse of the West (Basingstoke, UK, 2013), 5.

36. See pp. 145–46. See also Conway and Depkat, “ Towards a Eu ro pean History,” 
132–56.
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as a par tic u lar moment in the history of con temporary Eu rope. Secondly, 
however, Western Eu rope’s demo cratic age should be conceptualized as a 
par tic u lar moment in the history of democracy.

The first of  these points prob ably needs  little further elaboration. The 
establishment of a stable regime of demo cratic nation- state polities in 
Western Eu rope in the years following the Second World War was not the 
ineluctable product of long- term pro cesses or of the outcome of the war. 
Its origins lay instead in the threefold convergence between the dictates 
of circumstance, the intentions of rulers, and the aspirations of the ruled. 
The democracy was not perfect; indeed, in impor tant re spects it was 
deliberately imperfect—or, in the normative language of con temporary 
political- science analyses, defective37— sacrificing popu lar sovereignty to 
the more pragmatic goal of the reconstruction of effective state power. Nor 
was it a once- and- for- all moment of transition. Democracy in post- war 
Eu rope was a  grand improvisation, which rejected more than it borrowed 
from previous models of demo cratic government, and which acquired 
greater coherence in retrospect than it possessed at the time of its creation. 
Yet, precisely  because it was moulded by the vari ous pressures of its time, 
the democracy that took shape in Western Eu rope by the end of the 1940s 
reflected closely the dominant social realities of the age, most especially 
through the priority it accorded to state authority and to the repre sen ta-
tion of diff er ent interest groups, as well as its avoidance of majoritarian 
rule. This also explains its rather consciously unheroic character. The turn 
to democracy  after 1945 was something less than the cele bration of the 
sovereignty of the  people. Instead, it provided a pragmatic mechanism by 
which Western Eu ro pe ans managed and negotiated their many divisions 
of ideology, of po liti cal and confessional identity, and of material interest.

The pro cess whereby demo cratic structures became embedded into a 
Eu rope that had formerly proved rather resistant to the politics of mass 
democracy makes it an instructive case for  those concerned to under-
stand the nature of demo cratic transitions. Democ ratization— the study 
of the pro cesses by which states and socie ties move from authoritarian or 
single- party regimes to ones of pluralist democracy— has become, since 
the 1970s, a major focus of comparative po liti cal science. The collapse of 
the dictatorships in Greece, Portugal, and Spain in the 1970s, the events 
of 1989 in central and eastern Eu rope, and the subsequent attempts at 

37. C. Rodriguez, A. Avalos, H. Yılmaz, and A. J. Planert, “Democ ratization Pro cesses 
in Defective Democracies: The Case of Turkey,” in Turkey’s Democ ratization Pro cess, ed. 
Rodriguez, Avalos, Yılmaz, and Planert (Abingdon, UK, 2014), 3–7.



unmaking demo cr atic eu rope [ 307 ]

“democracy- building” in south- eastern Eu rope  after the Yugo slav wars, 
as well as in the  Middle East as a consequence of the Arab Spring, have 
encouraged scholars to seek out the key actors, socio- economic forces, and 
broader cultural  factors that might explain why democracies happen (and 
persist) in some places and not in  others.38

Democ ratization, of course, is not a phenomenon only of recent 
de cades. The Revolutionary era of 1848–49, the transition to universal 
male suffrage that occurred in many Eu ro pean states in the late nine-
teenth  century, and the collapse of the multinational empires in central 
and eastern Eu rope at the end of the First World War and their replace-
ment in many of their territories by demo cratic parliamentary regimes 
might all be regarded, in their rather diff er ent ways, as instances— albeit 
not all of them durably successful—of demo cratic transition. Amidst 
 these case studies, pre sent and past, 1945 has strug gled to find its place. 
Perhaps simply  because the transition was so marked and proved to be 
essentially irreversible, historians have had difficulty in conceptualizing 
how Eu rope became demo cratic  after the end of the Second World War. 
Moreover,  there remains an under lying sense that demo cratic transitions 
are more surprising when they happen elsewhere—in the words of one 
influential study of democ ratization, in “the most remote and improb-
able of locations”— rather than in Western Eu rope or North Amer i ca, 
where some variant of demo cratic government is tacitly assumed to be the 
norm.39 However, the neglect of 1945 as an instance of demo cratic transi-
tion is to be regretted. As much of the recent lit er a ture on democ ratization 
has rightly emphasized, the making of democracy is rarely the product of 
internal revolution or of external intervention. Instead, it is a gradual pro-
cess that emerges from the actions of a multiplicity of actors, as well as the 
interaction of po liti cal institutions with medium-  or long- term pro cesses 
of social evolution.40 Many of  those conclusions can be applied without 
 great difficulty to Western Eu rope in the post-1945 era. The durable estab-
lishment of democracy  after 1945 resulted not from mass mobilization or 
the injunctions of external powers such as the United States, but from 
the (often self- interested) choices of a large number of groups, as well as 

38. For a useful survey of the substantial political- science lit er a ture on demo cratic tran-
sitions, see D. della Porta, Mobilizing for Democracy: Comparing 1989 and 2011 (Oxford, 
2014), 1–26.

39. P. Whitehead, Democ ratization: Theory and Experience (Oxford, 2002), 1.
40. Whitehead, Democ ratization, 27–33; S. Adejumobi, “Demo cratic Renewal in 

Africa: Trends and Lessons Learned,” in Demo cratic Renewal in Africa: Trends and Dis-
courses, ed. Adejumobi (Basingstoke, UK, 2015), 1–19.
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the maturation within Western Eu ro pean society of daily habits of  doing 
democracy.

Democracy, in sum, was the point of confluence where Western Eu rope 
found the po liti cal regime of its reconstruction. Elsewhere, and most 
obviously in the state- socialist regimes of central and eastern Eu rope, 
this was not the case. The external structures of Soviet control  were of 
course more explicit in  these states, marginalizing— and at moments of 
regime crisis in 1956 and 1968 repressing— attempts at po liti cal change.41 
But the forty- year duration of  these regimes, and the ways in which they 
gradually reached a partial modus vivendi with the socie ties over which 
they ruled, indicates not only the plurality of paths through Eu rope’s 
twentieth  century, but also the primacy of less vis i ble  factors in deter-
mining the evolution of po liti cal regimes. The internal architecture of 
rule, the delivery of effective and predictable governance, and the forms 
of interaction created between the state, the population, and the principal 
institutions of society  were  factors common to both the state- socialist and 
demo cratic regimes of post-1945 Eu rope, but also ones that over the long 
term explain the greater success of the latter, at the expense ultimately of 
the former.

The second point— that of the history of democracy—is perhaps 
less evident.  Because of its present- day ascendancy,  there has been an 
understandable tendency to assume that democracy has always been 
essentially the same, or at least to read back into the demo cratic ideas 
and regimes of past eras the assumptions of the pre sent. Unlike the 
communists or fascists of the past, the demo crats are assumed to have 
been “ people like us” in terms of their aspirations and their ideologi-
cal mindsets. And yet, as work on the history of demo cratic ideas in 
the Revolutionary era from the late eigh teenth  century to the mid- 
nineteenth  century has well demonstrated, conceptions of democracy 
in previous centuries  were often very diff er ent from  those of the pre sent 
day.42 What, say, a  lawyer in Dijon in the 1840s, a peasant in Bavaria 
in the 1890s, a worker in Barcelona in the 1930s, and a shop keeper in 
Milan in the 1960s— not to mention their female  family members— 
would have understood democracy to be, and indeed what they thought 

41. For an excellent analytical account of the regimes of state socialism in central and 
eastern Eu rope, see M. Pittaway, Eastern Eu rope, 1939–2000 (London, 2004).

42. J. Innes and M. Philp, introduction to Re- imagining Democracy in the Age of Revo-
lutions: Amer i ca, France, Britain, Ireland 1750–1850, ed. Innes and Philp (Oxford, 2013), 
2–3. The evolution of conceptual understandings of democracy is the central theme of 
Kurunmäki, Nevers, and Te Velde, Democracy in Modern Eu rope.
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it should be, would have differed substantially. More challenging, how-
ever, is to understand the nature of  those differences, and the reasons 
for their evolution. Po liti cal ideologies, as studies of fascist ideas have 
long since demonstrated, tend to be more amenable to coherent sum-
mary in retrospect than they  were at the time of their formulation.43 
Indeed, a certain incoherence might be regarded as inherent to the suc-
cess of po liti cal ideologies that rely not so much on statements of doc-
trine as on the way in which they are able to draw on less explicit  human 
and societal emotions and states of mind.44

Approached in this way, democracy owes its durability not to its 
princi ples but to its flexibility. In the  century that followed the French 
Revolution of 1789, democracy was a vehicle primarily for  those who 
aspired to a liberation: the pulling down of structures of privilege and 
of social and intellectual repression, and the achievement of a  free and 
open society. But, with the emergence of a more structured mass politics 
in many areas of Eu rope in the second half of the nineteenth  century, so 
democracy became associated with the exercise of power: the establish-
ment through universal (male) suffrage of the  will of the majority as the 
basis of po liti cal authority, the eradication of regimes of in equality, and 
the consequent achievement of a more just social and po liti cal order. The 
demo cratic reforms introduced in Eu rope in the aftermath of the First 
World War marked the culmination of this par tic u lar constellation of 
democracy; but, over the subsequent de cades, democracy was submerged 
and instrumentalized in the conflicts of the 1930s and the Second World 
War. Democracy became part of other wars: between opposing ideologies 
of right and left, between social groups, and ultimately between states. 
It was only once  those conflicts reached their terminus  after 1945 that 
the new shape of democracy in the western half of Eu rope became vis-
i ble. This was focused on the inclusive repre sen ta tion of diff er ent social 
groups, the development of a more effective structure of government 
focused on the needs of the  people (both male and female), and the provi-
sion of an unpre ce dented range of benefits and ser vices. During the final 
de cades of the twentieth  century, however, democracy changed again. 
The erosion of the sovereignty of government at the national, regional, 
and even Eu ro pean levels by pro cesses of global economic change 
deprived po liti cal life of any substantive choice between diff er ent models 

43. Sternhell, Neither Right nor Left; R. Griffin, The Nature of Fascism (London, 1994).
44. R. Toye, “Keynes, Liberalism and ‘the Emancipation of the Mind,’ ” En glish Histori-

cal Review 130 (2015): 1162–91.
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of society. Rulers became man ag ers and voters became consumers, choos-
ing between diff er ent brands and individuals, differentiated more by the 
values they expressed than the policies they proposed. Consequently, 
democracy shifted from a discourse of repre sen ta tion and of sovereignty 
to one of choice and of rights. The yardstick by which a democracy was 
judged was no longer how directly the  will of the  people was reflected in 
governmental action, but how effectively the rights of the individual and 
of groups  were protected.

This narrowing of the po liti cal universe has led to fears of an “eclipse 
of politics,” whereby any real debate between diff er ent models of society 
has dis appeared,45 as well as a new wave of works announcing the death 
of democracy. Stimulated by the emergence of populist parties in certain 
Eu ro pean states, by the Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom, and by 
the Trump presidency in the United States, this lit er a ture tends to repeat 
(or reheat) themes already familiar from the writings of the past: the 
decline in public participation, the withering of ideological debate, and 
the subordination of politics to the tools of propaganda and advertising.46 
Democracy, one might be tempted to conclude with David Runciman, is 
always in crisis, and yet is always with us.47 It is simply the direction and 
the nature of the critique that changes. Thus, the Communist denuncia-
tions of neo- fascist and US influence in the 1950s, the attacks on formal 
democracy in the 1960s, and the neoliberal manifestos of the 1970s and 
1980s have now been succeeded by the regrets of a liberal intelligent sia 
who no longer feel at home in a less structured and coherent demo cratic 
politics.

In fact, nothing would suggest that the current model of demo cratic 
politics  will mark the end point in its evolution. All democracies are 
incomplete, not in opposition to any arbitrary ideal, but in contradistinc-
tion to one another.48 In Eu rope’s recent history, they have also tended to 
superimpose themselves on each other, much like geological strata, incor-
porating something of the legacies of past eras, while reshaping  these to 
meet new fashions and needs. Po liti cal leaders, parties, intellectual fash-
ions, and the impulses provided by non- European regimes and move-
ments have all, at diff er ent points in the twentieth  century, succeeded in 

45. G. Agamben, “What Is an Apparatus?” in What Is an Apparatus and Other Essays 
(Stanford, CA, 2009), 22.
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influencing this pro cess of demo cratic evolution in Eu rope. But none, it 
would seem, has had a decisive role; instead, the definition of democracy, 
as well as the writing of its history, has often proved so elusive simply 
 because it is a pro cess defined by much wider evolutions in state power, in 
po liti cal and social conflict, and in ideological trends. Democracy, as this 
book has sought to argue, is not the author of its own history, but a means 
of understanding that wider history.
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a note on the t y pe

this book has been composed in Miller, a Scotch Roman 
typeface designed by Matthew Carter and first released by  
Font Bureau in 1997. It resembles Monticello, the typeface 
developed for The Papers of Thomas Jefferson in the 1940s  
by C. H. Griffith and P. J. Conkwright and reinterpreted in  
digital form by Carter in 2003.

Pleasant Jefferson (“P. J.”) Conkwright (1905–1986) was 
Typographer at Princeton University Press from 1939 to 1970.  
He was an acclaimed book designer and aiga Medalist.

The ornament used throughout this book was designed by  
Pierre Simon Fournier (1712–1768) and was a favorite of  
Conkwright’s, used in his design of the Princeton University 
Library Chronicle.
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