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Chapter 29
The West in the Twentieth Century

Chapter Summary.  20th century world history divides into two contrasting periods.  The thirty years after World War I were among the most troubled in Western history.  Some societies ended democratic political forms and accepted cultural values.  In the 2nd period , after 1945, even with decolonization and the cold war, Europe and the United States found new sources of dynamism.  The leading Western nations were able to deal with major economic and political matters.   They continued their leadership in popular consumer culture and scientific research.  Although its world power had lessened, the West remained a vital civilization.

The Disarray in the West, 1914-1945.  World War I shattered European optimism and caused serious damage to economic, diplomatic, and political systems.

The Roaring '20s.  A brief period of stability emerged in the mid-1920s.  Diplomatic tensions eased as Germany moderated policies in return for reparations relief.  A number of nations agreed to the naive Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928 outlawing war.  Internal politics had been polarized at the war's close because of economic dislocation and the influence of the Russian Revolution.  Veterans joined rightist groups promising the recovery of national honor; the left split, with a minority becoming communist.  The liberal middle sector weakened.  By the mid-1920s the situation calmed as extremist groups declined.  Economic prosperity  buoyed hopes and mass consumption standards rose.  The automobile and many other new products greatly changed daily life.  A burst of cultural creativity appeared in films, painting, and literature.  Even though women lost their wartime place in the labor force, they achieved important gains as voting rights were won in several nations.  Prosperity and falling birth rates also gave women more freedom.

The Impact of the Depression.  The beginning of the Great Depression in 1929 revealed the unsound base of political stability and economic prosperity.  Western governments were unable to counter economic distress, causing people to seek solutions from radical parties of the right and left.  A few nations managed a constructive response.  Scandinavian nations under moderate socialist regimes increased spending and provided social insurance.  The New Deal in the United States enacted social insurance programs, increased government spending to stimulate the economy, and generally expanded government intervention into American society.  Some parliamentary states were unable to cope with the crisis.  In France radical movements grew.  A elected Popular Front of liberals, socialists, and communists came to power in 1936, but was blocked in issues of social reform and foreign policy by strong conservative opposition.  The Front lost office in 1938.

The Challenge of Fascism.  The impact of the depression in Germany led to a fascist regime.  Many veterans reacted to Germany losing the war and the peace settlement by opposing the weak parliamentary regimes.  Along with landlords and business groups they supported authoritarian leaders promising social reform while attacking trade unions, and socialist or communist organizations.  A first fascist regime came to power in Italy in 1922.  Adolf Hitler's Nazi (National Socialist) Party in Germany made fascism a major historical force.  Hitler stressed the need for unity and the weakness of parliamentary government.  He attracted individuals longing for a return to the past or opposing socialism and communism.  Hitler also played on popular grievances, such as supposed Jewish influence in Germany, and called for undoing the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles.  The Nazis won the largest share of the vote in 1932, allowing Hitler to come to power by arrangements with other leaders in 1933.  He quickly began to build a totalitarian administration.  All opponents in and out of government were purged; his secret police, the Gestapo, arrested thousands of people.  The state emphasized military production to help restore the economy.  German anti-semitism provided a scapegoat for societal problems and turned into the Holocaust after 1940.  Hitler's foreign policy was based on preparation for war that would restore World War I losses and create a large land empire in Europe.  War began in 1939.

After World War II: International Setting for the West.  Western Europe in 1945 had to face a damaged economy, social disorganization, and weakened colonial empires.  Two new superpowers had emerged and the cold war dwarfed European concerns.  But, with United States aid, Europe began one of its most innovative periods.

Europe and Its Colonies.  Europeans encountered a hostile reception when they attempted to restore colonial administrations.  When it became clear that many colonies could only be held by force, the general opinion was that the cost was not worth it.  There were a few exceptions.  France tried to hold on in Vietnam until forced out in 1954.  They also fought in the settler-dominated Algeria until recognizing its independence in 1962.  Most colonies had a more peaceful evolution.  After independence Western nations retained important cultural, military, and economic ties with their former subjects.  The decolonization did have an brief internal effect in Europe as embittered settlers and officials returned home.  When the United States and Russia forced an end to an attack by Britain and France on Egypt in 1956, it was apparent that Europe's overt power in the world had been dramatically reduced.

The Cold War.  From 1945 the United States and the Soviet Union were in worldwide diplomatic competition.  Western Europe became subject to United States pressures for German rearmament, higher military expenditures, and the presence of American forces.  Europeans at times protested, but they recognized the need for American economic and military assistance.  The Soviets helped their decision by supporting internal communist movements.  Britain and France eventually developed nuclear capabilities, but their resources did not allow them to match the might of the United States and the Soviets.    The United States devoted increasing resources to military ends and influences while the protected Europeans boosted civilian goals.

New Directions in the West.  Western Europe, despite colonial and cold war pressures, showed great resiliency.  New leaders emerged who worked to avoid the mistakes of the past.  After 1945 their nations moved forward on three fronts: extension of democratic political forms; modification of inter-European rivalries; and a commitment to economic growth.

The Spread of Liberal Democracy.  Movements opposing parliamentary democracy were discredited during World War II.  Communist and other leftist groups were committed to democratic politics.  Important new movements emerged, especially a Christian Democratic approach for moderate social reform.  New governments developed in Germany, Italy, and France.  The American, British, and French occupiers of Germany merged their territories into the Federal Republic of Germany under a constitution outlawing extremist movements.  Other nations opted for liberal constitutions.  France, battling the problems caused by the Algerian war, created a democratic 5th Republic in 1958 with a stronger presidency.  During the 1970s Portugal and Spain also moved to democratic, parliamentary systems.  Greece followed a similar pattern.  By the 1980s western Europe was more politically uniform than ever before.

The Welfare State.  The movement to democratic forms of government was accompanied by the development of a welfare state.  Resistance ideas, the importance of the political left, and wartime planning patterns all prepared the way for moves to end social inequalities.  By 1948 the basic nature of the welfare state had been established in Western Europe; the United States and Canada later moved in the same direction.  Welfare state measures included unemployment insurance, state-funded medicine and housing, and  family assistance.  The system won wide support since benefits went to all social classes.  The private sector remained functioning and the welfare state did not bring about social revolution.  The poor, although protected, were still there.  Most individuals accepted the changes and debate centered on modifications within the system.  Since the welfare state was expensive it consumed large amounts of tax revenues and required larger bureaucracies.  The state role increased greatly from the late 1940s and most governments played a larger economic and regulatory role, although they did not directly control economic activity.

Political Stability and the Question Marks.  Contentious political issues were lacking in most of Europe during the 1950s and 1960s as more conservative government replaced reforming administrations.  The conservatives supported existing programs; their less conservative successors had few dramatic programs to offer.  The state's new social and economic role had been accepted.  The calm was jolted by student protests in many countries during the late 1960s.  The United States had a strong civil rights movement seeking equal treatment for African-Americans.  Most of the agitation was contained by repression or reform by the 1970s, although new issues - feminism, environmentalism - became important.  As economic growth slowed, conservative politicians emerged to boost private enterprise and reduce the impact of the welfare state.  Despite the change, the principal lines of postwar government endured.  During the 1990s leaders with more pragmatic versions of the welfare state focused more on economic than social issues.  The Western world remained stable and prosperous.

The Diplomatic Context.  European and American leaders worked to curtail the recurrent strident nationalistic rivalries within Europe.  The Marshall Plan for economic recovery and German participation in NATO established a new framework.  French statesmen pushed Franco-German cooperation and other countries joined the movement.  In 1958 six nations created the European Economic Community (Common Market) as a first step in establishing one economic entity encompassing individual countries.  Important national disputes slowed the organization's growth, but by the 1980s arrangements had been concluded to dismantle trade and currency barriers among states during the 1990s.  By then most Western Europe nations were members of the renamed European Community.  A common currency was planned as Europeans lived in a society with fewer nationalist tensions than ever before in modern history.

Economic Expansion.  Striking economic growth typified the postwar period.  Agricultural productivity increased and easily supplied European needs.  Industries flourished and supplied consumer goods to a demanding population.  Gross national product growth surpassed that of any period since the Industrial Revolution began.  The progress depended upon rapid technological change.  Both in agriculture and industry worker numbers declined as productivity increased, with the decline being offset by growth in service industries and state bureaucracies.  High employment rates caused workers from southern Europe and then other parts of the world to flow into western Europe.  The same pattern occurred in the United States.  Economic growth and low unemployment meant massive income improvement.  The increases in purchases of durable consumer goods made Western civilization an affluent society.  Some European countries equaled or surpassed American standards.  There were problems within this prosperity, among them recurrent inflation and poor conditions for Asian and African immigrant workers.  More important was a leveling of economic growth in the 1970s caused by a Middle East oil crises and manufacturing competition from East Asia.  During the 1990s renewed recession occurred and caused governments to reduced welfare benefits.   Most of western Europe maintained a prosperity for the employed, but there were serious questions about the future.

Society and Culture in the West.  Economic and political changes altered the pattern of previous industrial development.  Many of the differences between Western society, including the United States, disappeared.  By the 1950s the West became the first example of an advanced industrial society.

Postindustrial Social Structure.  Economic growth eased social conflicts, and social mobility blurred social lines throughout the West.  Educational opportunities opened new paths as the size of the white-collar sector expanded.  Unskilled labor was left to immigrants.  Peasants improved their living standards through commercial agriculture.  Social distinctions did not vanish.  Middle class individuals had better opportunities than workers.  Social tensions persisted.  Crime rates rose after the 1920s and several nations suffered from racial and anti-immigrant strife.

The Women's Revolution.  The realities of family changed in many ways as leisure activities expanded and contacts were made easier through improved communications systems.  Lengthier education increased the importance of peer groups for children and contributed to a decline in parental authority.  From the early 1950s women, especially those with children, entered the work force in increasing numbers.  Education gains improved their job opportunities, but pay still remained lower than for men and they were concentrated in clerical jobs.  Women gained political rights as Western nations extended voting rights.  There were considerable gains in higher education.  Family rights improved,  Access to divorce, the easing of abortion laws,  and birth control methods spread.  Sex and procreation became separate issues.  The changes were accompanied by a rapidly falling birthrate from the early 1960s.  Children were cared for in day-care centers rather than at home.  The pressures from the new family roles contributed to a rising divorce rate.  A new feminism arose during this period of change.  Simone de Beauvoir's 1949 book, The Second Sex, shaped the calls for women's rights.  Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, influenced Americans,  Groups like the American National Organization for Women began new waves of agitation.  The movement called for equality and downplayed domestic roles.

In Depth: The Decline of the West?  It is clear that the West declined in power during the 20th century.  Some focused political or economic themes.  Others emphasized a fall in cultural standards.  Efforts were made to draw parallels with earlier declining civilizations, such as Rome or the Ottomans, although modern conditions shaped by industrialization weaken comparisons with the past.  Weakened demographic vitality in the West has reduced its percentage of global population.  Individuals live longer and fewer children are born.  But this trend might better suit an industrial society.  Most judgments about decline end up being complicated by the cycles of 20th century Western history and the nature of modern Western expectations.  All crises so far have passed.
Western Culture: Creativity and Uncertainty.   20th-century intellectual and artistic life has lacked an integrated approach as participants have continually sought for new forms or specialized knowledge.  The scientific sector continued to be very dynamic.  Physicists penetrated the secrets of the atom; other advances came in telescopes, lasers, and space satellites.  Astronomers identified new galaxies.  Biologists learned basic genetic structure (DNA) and cloned the first sheep in 1997.  They produced major improvements in health care, such as penicillin.  The rational method advanced in the social sciences from the 1920s.  John Keynes advanced techniques to allow governments to control economic cycles.  The social sciences became very diverse and specialized.   Many social scientists sought practical use for their work.  Psychologists dealt with mental health and promoted greater work efficiency.  Anthropology and social history pointed to the significance of diversity and chronology in understanding human activity.  Most social scientists continued emphasize the search for consistency in social behavior, and after World War II emphasized mathematical models and laboratory experiments.  Artists worked against science and social science trends.   Painters becoming increasingly nonrepresentational.  Pablo Picasso, part of the cubist movement, stressed geometric shape.  Musical composers favored dissonance, new scales, and electronic instruments.  Poetry and the novel followed similar trends.  Modernist concepts gained acceptance in design and architecture.  New materials allowed great changes in building techniques; the skyscraper was one accomplishment.  Cultural themes were primarily secular as the influence of religious thought and church attendance, except in the United States, declined.  Western art forms spread widely, and Western science gained much attention.  Both were enriched by influences from other cultures.  Elements of Western culture, such as feminism, became international.

Conclusion: Will the Real West Please Stand Up?  Western society reflected the tensions between industrial values and Western traditions and continued to display the strains of change.  Intellectuals insisted upon rational inquiry, but relied on very different art forms.  Most occupations involved routine and controlled activities.   Leisure fell to commercially manipulated forms, such as television.  Worker efforts to earn the resources for leisure helped to prevent successful protest against bureaucratization and routine.  Poverty continued alongside affluence.  Family instability and crime troubled society.
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Kellogg-Briand Pact (1928): a multi-nation treaty, sponsored by American and French leaders, that outlawed war.

welfare state: Great Depression-inspired system that increased government spending to provide social insurance and stimulate the economy.

New Deal: President Franklin Roosevelt's program to combat economic depression.

Popular Front: alliance of French socialist, liberal, and communist parties; won election in 1936; blocked from reform efforts by conservative opposition; fell in 1938.

Fascism: political ideology that became predominant in Italy and then Germany in the 1920s and 1930s; attacked the weakness of democracy and the corruption and class conflict of capitalism; promised vigorous foreign and military programs.

totalitarian state: a 20th century form of government that exercised direct control over all aspects of its subjects; existed in Germany, Italy, the Soviet Union, and other communist states.

Christian Democratic movement: western European political movements after World War II; joined ideas of democratic institutions and moderate social reform.

Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany): created by merging French, British, and American occupation zones.

technocrat: a new type of bureaucrat trained in the sciences or economics and devoted to the power of national planning; rose to importance in governments after World War II.

Margaret Thatcher: prime minister of Britain (1979-1991); an example of the conservative leaders of the 1970s; worked to cut welfare and housing expenditures and to promote free enterprise.

European Union: began by six nations as the European Economic Community (Common Market) by the 1990s incorporated  most western European states.

new feminism: a wave of agitation for women's rights dating from about 1949; emphasized equality between sexes.

Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan: two important leaders in the new feminism movement; authors of The Second Sex and The Feminine Mystique.
John Keynes: British economist who stressed the importance of government spending to compensate for loss of purchasing power during a depression; influenced the policies of the New Deal and postwar European economic planning.

cubist movement: twentieth-century art style; represented by Pablo Picasso; rendered objects as geometric shapes.

