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v

Around the world, social movements have become legitimate—yet con-
tested—actors in local, national and global politics and civil society; how-
ever, we still know relatively little about their longer histories and the 
trajectories of their development. Our series reacts to what can be described 
as a recent boom in the history of social movements. We can observe a 
development from the crisis of labour history in the 1980s to the boom in 
research on social movements in the 2000s. The rise of historical interests 
in the development of civil society—and the role of strong civil societies 
and non-governmental organisations in stabilising democratically consti-
tuted polities—has strengthened interest in social movements as a con-
stituent element of civil societies.

In different parts of the world, social movements continue to have a 
strong influence on contemporary politics. In Latin America, trade unions, 
labour parties and various left-of-centre civil society organisations have 
succeeded in supporting left-of-centre governments. In Europe, peace 
movements, ecological movements and alliances intent on campaigning 
against poverty and racial discrimination—and discrimination based on 
gender and sexual orientation—have been able to set important political 
agendas for decades. In other parts of the world, including Africa, India 
and Southeast Asia, social movements have played a significant role in vari-
ous forms of community-building and community politics. The contem-
porary political relevance of social movements has undoubtedly contributed 
to a growing historical interest in the topic.

Contemporary historians are not only beginning to historicise these 
relatively recent political developments, they are also trying to relate them 
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to a longer history of social movements, including traditional labour 
organisations, such as working-class parties and trade unions. In the long 
term, we recognise that social movements are by no means a recent phe-
nomenon and are not even an exclusively modern phenomenon, although 
we realise that the onset of modernity emanating from Europe and North 
America across the wider world from the eighteenth century onward 
marks an important departure point for the development of civil societies 
and social movements.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the dominance of national 
history over all other forms of history writing led to a thorough nationali-
sation of the historical sciences. Therefore, social movements have been 
examined traditionally within the framework of the nation state. Only dur-
ing the last two decades have historians begun to question the validity of 
such methodological nationalism and to explore the development of social 
movements in comparative, connective and transnational perspectives 
considering the processes of transfer, reception and adaptation. Whilst our 
book series does not preclude work that is still being carried out within 
national frameworks (for clearly there is a place for such studies given the 
historical importance of the nation state in history), it hopes to encourage 
comparative and transnational histories on social movements.

At the same time as historians began to research the history of those 
movements, a range of social theorists—from Jürgen Habermas to Pierre 
Bourdieu, from Slavoj Žižek to Alain Badiou and from Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouffe to Miguel Abensour, to name but a few—have attempted 
to provide philosophical-cum-theoretical frameworks in which to place 
and contextualise the development of social movements. Although history 
has arguably been the most empirical of all the social and human sciences, 
it will be necessary for historians to explore further to what extent these 
social theories can be helpful in guiding and framing the empirical work of 
the historian in making sense of the historical development of social move-
ments. Therefore, the current series is also hoping to contribute to the 
ongoing dialogue between social theory and the history of social 
movements.

This series seeks to promote innovative historical research on the his-
tory of social movements in the modern period since around 1750. We 
bring together conceptually informed studies that analyse labour move-
ments, new social movements and other forms of protest from early 
modernity to the present. With this series, we seek to revive—within the 
context of historiographical developments since the 1970s—a conversation 



    vii  SERIES EDITOR PREFACE 

between historians on one hand and sociologists, anthropologists and 
political scientists on the other.

Unlike most of the concepts and theories developed by social scientists, 
we do not see social movements as being directly linked, a priori, to pro-
cesses of social and cultural change, and therefore we do not adhere to a 
view that distinguishes between old (labour) and new (middle-class) social 
movements. Instead, we want to establish the concept of “social move-
ment” as a heuristic device that allows historians of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries to investigate social and political protests in novel set-
tings. Our aim is to historicise notions of social and political activism to 
highlight different notions of political and social protest on both the left 
and the right.

Hence, we conceive of “social movements” in the broadest possible 
sense encompassing social formations that lie between formal organisa-
tions and mere protest events. However, we also include processes of 
social and cultural change more generally in our understanding of social 
movements: This goes back to nineteenth-century understandings of 
“social movement” as processes of social and cultural change more gener-
ally. We also offer a home for studies that systematically explore the politi-
cal, social, economic and cultural conditions in which social movements 
can emerge. We are especially interested in transnational and global per-
spectives on the history of social movements—and studies that engage 
critically and creatively with political, social and sociological theories—in 
order to make historically grounded arguments about social movements. 
In short, this series seeks to offer innovative historical work on social 
movements while also helping to historicise the concept of “social move-
ment.” It also hopes to revitalise the conversation between historians and 
historical sociologists in analysing what Charles Tilly has called the 
“dynamics of contention.”

Jens Späth’s edited volume, Does Generation Matter? Progressive 
Democratic Cultures in Western Europe, 1945–1960, synthesises insights 
from social-movement research with recent scholarship on political 
participation and mobilisation and applies it to the analysis of genera-
tions in Western Europe after 1945. Generational attributions have 
proliferated in recent years, especially in continental Europe, ranging 
from ‘45ers to ‘68ers to ‘89ers and all the way to Generation 
X. Significant progress has been made to move away from purely demo-
graphic understandings of “generation,” particularly in the context of 
research by Anna von der Goltz, Lutz Niethammer, Mark Roseman and 
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Bernd Weisbrod (and his large Göttingen graduate school). However, 
our understanding of what the authors in this volume conceptualise as 
the “micro-politics” of generations—as well as the way in which their 
“historical experiences” were connected “to conceptual and everyday 
histories of democratic activism”—remains in its infancy. We also lack 
more systematically transnational and comparative analyses of these 
subjects.

This volume addresses these lacunae by providing us with a number of 
detailed and fascinating case studies about how “democratic elites” after 
1945 constructed their experiences of democratic (re-)construction and 
generation as generational challenges and how they related to the period 
of the 1920s and 1930s. Inspired by “framing” approaches within social-
movement research, the contributions highlight the constructed nature of 
generational narratives. “Generation” thus becomes an “open question” 
rather than a clearly delineated analytical concept. Therefore, this volume 
develops and finetunes influential work by Anselm Doering-Manteuffel, 
Dirk Moses, Udi Greenberg and Sean Forner, among others, who have 
emphasised the significance of the experiences of Weimar for the demo-
cratic reconstruction of Germany in the “Weimar Century” (Udi 
Greenberg).

The contributions broaden this perspective beyond Germany to include 
Italy and France, which experienced their own complex histories of conti-
nuity and rupture. Thus, overall the contributions sharpen our under-
standing for recognising not only the historicity of generational 
understandings. They also emphasise the ways in which popular and elite 
understandings of “democracy” and political engagement have their own 
histories and experiential contexts that are obscured by dominants politi-
cal labels such as “pro-communist” or “anti-communist,” “liberal’ or 
“socialist.” Thus, this volume provides us with a pre-history of our own 
times and a framework for understanding the transformation of popular 
politics and democratic engagement in the early twenty-first century.

Bochum, Germany� Stefan Berger
Stirling, Scotland � Holger Nehring
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The origins of this volume go back to a conference organized by the editor 
at the German Historical Institute in Rome. The idea to publish selected 
papers presented at the conference, as well as additional papers, was devel-
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J. Späth (ed.), Does Generation Matter? Progressive Democratic Cultures 
in Western Europe, 1945–1960, Palgrave Studies in the History of Social 
Movements, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-77422-0_1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Generation as an Open 
Question

Jens Späth

Several books that have appeared in the last two decades or so suggest a 
huge variety of different “generations” in the twentieth century: “the for-
gotten generation,” “the lost generation,” “the thrashed generation”, 
“the 45ers”, “the 68ers”, “the 89ers”, “the post-war generation”, “the 
Baby Boomers,”, “the millennial generation,” and so on. Whether they 
are described with an adjective, a definite year or an object, these alloca-
tions suggest that everybody belongs or wants to belong to a certain gen-
eration that distances itself from others. Inclusion and exclusion have 
become crucial discourses within and between various generational groups 
all over the world when it comes to explaining political, economic and 
cultural new beginnings. In public perception and in self-representation, 
such specific generational groups—which are usually composed of indi-
viduals of similar ages with particular experiences, similar political ideas, 
social habitus and cultural practices—are supposed to establish the cultural 
hegemony of their point of view. At least, this is the classical definition of 
generational units since Karl Mannheim’s ground-breaking article of 
1928.1 Generations can be interpreted first as projects offered for the 

J. Späth (*) 
Universität des Saarlandes, Saarbrücken, Germany
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formation of communities; second as a place of longing with specific foun-
dations of emotions; third as an obligation to pass on cultural values to the 
next generations; and fourth as a negotiation in the sense of a complex 
process in which many actors are involved.2

However, scholars disagree about how generations come into being, 
how they can be identified and what socialising effect they have over the 
lifetime of their members. First, while the graduate school of Göttingen 
University “Generationengeschichte. Generationelle Dynamik und histo-
rischer Wandel im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert” (“Generations in History. 
Generational Dynamics and Historical Change in the 19th and 20th 
Centuries”)3 and other European publications—including the Russian 
context—emphasize the role of political generations,4 the US historiogra-
phy gives more importance to consumer generations.5 The latter is also 
more attentive to locating generational units by contextualising the 
cohort’s size and its social demands, whereas analysing generation-
conscious activists dominates the German debate.6 In France and Italy, 
there seems to exist a more heterogeneous interest attached to both gen-
erational types including gender issues.7 Generally, “generational identities 
have become more numerous, less politicized, less nation-specific and 
more consumer-orientated” in the course of the twentieth century.8 
Nevertheless, it has become even clearer through recent works that gen-
erations do not make history; instead they explain it to the society and to 
themselves. In other words, generations are no natural element of our soci-
eties; rather they are created in the media and popularized through com-
munication.9 Despite this broadening of perspectives for new categories 
and groups, it is striking to observe the high degree of nationalization and 
reinvention of generations in modern and contemporary history. Attempts 
to compare different national generations or to elaborate boundary-
crossing, transnational generations still constitute an exception.10

In trying to fill this gap in the transnational component of political-
generation formation, this collection of essays concentrates on one crucial 
moment of “the age of extremes” and on one specific generation: the year 
1945 and its progressive politicians and intellectuals when the Second 
World War came to an end and was followed by the first one and a half 
decades of reconstruction in the post-war period. The book’s working 
thesis is, of course, that age does matter in twentieth-century European 
history. Generational studies have mostly focused on the memory aspect, 
i.e. on how to come to terms with the past. Even though several decades 
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ago Reinhart Koselleck had already emphasized the future as an autono-
mous category undetermined by past traditions,11 research has mostly 
neglected and only recently begun to analyse how certain generational 
groups envisioned the future of their societies and Europe respectively, i.e. 
how to make sense of history by referring to past experiences when con-
structing a new democratic order.12 This double-time perspective is exactly 
what most of the articles represented in this volume tackle. By focusing on 
ideas, plans and projects that were conceived, drafted and set in the 
interwar-period, during the Second World War and in the immediate post-
war years up to the outbreak of the Cold War, they also question the 
dominating theses in historiography about Americanization, liberalization 
and Westernization in post-war Europe, shed more light on hidden transi-
tions and reveal once more the participatory dimension of democratic 
politics.13 Furthermore, considering the events from the decline of Nazi 
power from 1943 onward until the consolidation of the bipolar world of 
the Cold War allows one to break up the very German view on social his-
tory and experiences in the present literature.

The geographical focus lies on three Western European countries—
Italy, West Germany and France—but is embedded in the broader 
European history and also considers the global dimension of the Cold War 
and its antagonists represented by the United States of America and the 
Soviet Union. Such an approach might be justified by saying that—despite 
its global importance—1945 had the most lasting effects on the European 
continent.14 Some questions concerning the crucial moment addressed in 
this volume are these: How did the experience of autocratic government 
inform the way in which politicians developed new policies in Germany, 
France and Italy after the end of the Second World War? What conclusions 
did politicians draw from their experiences with totalitarianism? Did a new 
“generation” of leaders with shared democratic ideas gain the leading 
positions of their countries? Alternatively, did some of them already have 
experiences with democratic structures prior to the dictatorships? Was 
there any kind of exchange, transfer, or international collaboration, or did 
politicians operate exclusively within their particular national contexts? 
Finally, was the experience with totalitarian regimes kept alive in public 
memory and did people try to develop and implement progressive, 
forward-thinking ideas of social organization? Taking these central ques-
tions as a starting point, one can raise specific issues about each respective 
country, which reflect the contrast between occupation and collaboration 
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in France, fascism and German-occupation in Italy, and National Socialism 
in Germany. What role did the two dictatorial experiences, namely first 
with fascism and then with National Socialism, play for Italy? In the case 
of France, one must bear in mind the experience of the popular front, the 
discrediting of the counterrevolutionary right by Vichy and the disappear-
ance of the “deux France” after the Second World War. Regarding the 
Federal Republic of Germany and the GDR, it is important to explore 
further whether the resulting conflict between the two systems was of 
greater importance to their development than the previous experience 
with the Nazi dictatorship.

It is obvious that different generations were involved in the national 
processes of democratic reconstruction after the Second World War. The 
protagonists whose actions and ideas are at the centre of this volume are 
not necessarily all young men or members of the Kriegsjugendgeneration 
(“War Youth Generation”), identified by Ulrich Herbert as one out of 
three political generations in the twentieth century.15 Nevertheless, these 
younger people, born between 1920 and 1933, play an important role 
because they had the chance to become active democratic politicians and 
intellectuals for the first time in their lives when the Second World War 
ended. Consequently, A. Dirk Moses describes these “forty-fivers” as a 
“generation between fascism and democracy.”16 But can we define these as 
a “new” transnational generation in terms of a strong common experience 
with totalitarian regimes? If we consider generations to be demographic 
categories and emotional communities distinguished and marked by polit-
ical, military or economic events, and in the twentieth century by war and 
violence in particular, we can agree that some groups are more genera-
tional than others.17 In other words, the number of people of similar ages 
who shared common experiences, political ideas and cultural practices was 
particularly large in the last century. This hypothesis seems to be evident 
when we look at the dominant generation of politicians after the Second 
World War, who were born before 1900. All of them had personal experi-
ences from one or, in most cases, both world wars.

Generation building is a communicative process in which common 
experience can be used as a tool for mobilization in certain moments for 
particular aims. Having said that, we have to take into account the fact 
that experiences are often only interpreted retrospectively and a genera-
tional relationship constructed at intervals.18 However, even if generations 
have been depicted as collective actors, only the most recent studies have 
started to do so with generations as collective communities of experience 
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and to look closer at generational self-ascriptions and external ascriptions 
within which the biographical and social importance of war is particularly 
evident.19 Generations might thus serve as a link between individual expe-
riences and self-ascriptions, on the one hand, and political and social exter-
nal ascriptions, on the other.20 The term “experience” is undoubtedly the 
“softest and most resistant factor for analytic research” in historiography.21 
It is probably best to look for commonalities in background, environment, 
perceptions and belief systems. This includes new concepts—such as emo-
tions, expectation and disappointment—as well as habitual stamps like 
asceticism and achievements.22 Bernd Weisbrod reminds us to consider 
generationality as a “product of a historical negotiation process” that often 
overlooks more “silent” experiences. He also suggests overcoming national 
perspectives and focusing more on the generational link between experi-
ences and expectations.23

Most of the following chapters make either demography or historical 
experience the central criterion for membership in a generation. In order 
to explore whether progressive political parties and intellectuals estab-
lished a new democratic culture in Western Europe after 1945, these social 
movements’ actors are connected in different ways to political generations 
in this volume: education, science and, primarily, policies of progressive 
political parties. This book does not aim at adding to our understanding 
of the impact, sequence, inter-dependence and changing hegemonies of 
generations by comparing the generation of 1945 with the generations of 
1968 or 1989.24 Of course, generations cannot explain the formation and 
success of social movements exclusively, but they can serve “as a heuristic 
and analytical tool for a better understanding” of the development of such 
movements.25 The concept of generation is essentially fluid. As much as 
the post-war years should be understood as “open” history, so should the 
concept of generation be seen as an “open” question in space and time. 
Therefore, this volume asks what role generation played in the intellectual 
and political debates of 1945, i.e. whether it facilitated change, whether it 
served as source of solidarity and cohesion, and how post-war societies 
organized their time.

The Second World War as Civilizational Rupture

By 1944−1945, inheritances from the past became visible to everybody in 
Europe and in the world: two world wars within less than 30 years, more 
than 80 million people dead and the civilizational rupture of the Holocaust 
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with more than 6 million European Jews murdered by the Nazi machinery, 
not to mention all the other victim groups such as the disabled, homosexu-
als, Sinti and Roma, those affected by forced labour or native people in the 
colonized and occupied territories.26 In addition to the misery of everyday 
life, intellectual cultural pessimism and the moral devastation of large parts 
of the population, “inheriting horror” seems to be an appropriate term to 
describe the situation of the entire European continent.27 At the same time, 
the permanent state of emergency and everyday worries about the future 
suppressed a large debate and an analysis of the past.28 Reconstruction was 
primarily a material task, but it also included a strong moral and symbolic 
dimension, first of all in re-establishing human dignity. When the Second 
World War ended, everything was on the move for a short moment in time. 
Many Left-wing politicians who had often joined the resistance movements 
against fascist and collaborating regimes believed that their historical hour 
had finally arrived. In their opinion, the different national societies were 
increasingly more ready for the establishment of a democratic socialism for 
overcoming the cleavage of the working class and for renouncing national 
sovereignty in favour of a European federation. The war ravages on the 
once-proud continent of the Enlightenment would raise the awareness of 
large parts of the population that the reason for all the evil was to be found 
in the capitalist and reactionary pre-war society. This progressive European 
social movement counted on cross-party cooperation and agreed on at 
least three principal goals: first, to build democratic structures from the 
bottom up; second, to facilitate political education and participation for 
wide masses; and third, to contain warmongering nationalism through a 
European peace-and-integration project. The numerous grass-roots move-
ments that emerged out of the local, regional and national liberation com-
mittees or of the antifascist committees in 1944−1945 give manifold 
evidence of this period of essential willingness to experiment. However, 
most expectations and hopes of these politicians and intellectuals were 
dampened if not disillusioned because the allied victories did not concede 
any influence on administrative and governmental affairs to uncontrolled 
organizations. Contrary to the Soviet Union, the Western Allies—as well as 
the mostly majoritarian centre-right parties in Western Europe—opted for 
a new humbleness, a top-down stabilization and a piecemeal approach 
toward representative democratic systems.29 When the disagreement 
among the four occupying forces over future German politics increasingly 
grew, the common antifascist paradigm collapsed rapidly and was overlaid 
by anti-communism in the Cold War and the German division.
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Picking up these developments, this volume examines how progressive 
politicians in (West) Germany, France and Italy dealt with the new chal-
lenges and with what had gone wrong with democracy in the past. It 
argues that even after 1945 and despite all difficulties and limits, especially 
after the outbreak of the Cold War, there were transnational communali-
ties within the progressive Western European sphere that were based on 
the actors’ personal experiences with war and resistance against fascist 
regimes and gave impetuses for forward-looking politics, transnational 
cooperation and elements of a shared memory. A new democratic age was 
envisioned for Europe in which political parties and other interest groups 
dominated.30 However, because it was not the progressive political parties 
that governed in Western Europe after 1945 (with the exceptions of the 
United Kingdom and Scandinavian countries), historiography has focused 
more on the majoritarian Christian Democratic and conservative parties, 
on the role of Christianity as moral guidance, on the importance of eco-
nomic recovery and on the yearning for “normality.”31 Therefore, the 
authors in this volume seek to add to our understanding of what “democ-
racy” meant within the political centre-left and how this was linked to the 
background of fascism and National Socialism.

Italy as the generic place of fascism and Germany, where the National 
Socialist movement first imitated the Italian model before overtaking it in 
its totalitarian structures, certainly constitute the most suitable compara-
tive framework. To include the French progressive political sphere is excit-
ing because France experienced several stages of political and social breaks 
in triplicate: as exile, as a country governed by a Popular front and as a 
territory partly occupied by the Nazis and partly controlled by the col-
laborating Vichy regime. It is particularly promising within the transitional 
period from totalitarian to democratic structures to look beyond the cae-
sura of 1945 and to highlight the years from the end of the war until 
approximately 1960. This long-term perspective, which brings together 
pre- and the post-war history, will enable the reader to see considerable 
recourse to “European” ideas of the pre- and inter-war period. This raises 
several questions, e.g. Were any action concepts from the period of anti-
fascist united fronts maintained after 1945, and, if so, which were they? 
What role did different generations and the very heterogeneous experi-
ences of the emigrated in the respective host countries have? Can we talk 
across the board about a Westernization or Americanization of the pro-
gressive Western European politicians and intellectuals in light of numer-
ous original European projects that were drafted in the first post-war 
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years?32 Were the ruptures between “West” and “East” solely the result of 
the two super powers enforcing their hegemony in their respective bloc, or 
were they to some degree already inherent in the pre-war and war experi-
ences? Does the Cold War rupture not simplify the development of politi-
cal culture in (Western) Europe, and weren’t there a multitude of ruptures 
occurring within this period? Were not all attempts to find a “third way” 
between Western capitalism and Soviet socialism damned to fail because 
the majority of the people desired a “moral return to something safely 
known” rather than a “beginning of something new” in the post-war 
years?33 What personal and ideal entanglements can we observe on a trans-
national level? Finally, how did (West) German, French and Italian Left-
wing actors try to commemorate the violence and crimes of fascism 
between 1945 and 1960 ca?

This volume aims to contribute to a comparative and transnational his-
tory of the Western European political left in the second half of the twen-
tieth century by connecting action with agency, i.e. structures and events 
with specific persons, groups and parties.34 Referring to personal experi-
ences before and during fascist regimes, it focuses on expectations, contri-
butions to the (re-)construction of democracy and socio-political models 
for the future. In addition, it deals with memory discourses after 1945 and 
thus tries to take into consideration the process and entanglement charac-
ter of the continuously changing democratic political programme that not 
only fed ex negativo on experiences with fascist regimes but also on con-
crete socio-economic and political-cultural situations before and after 
1945. In addition to the past in the form of Koselleck’s “Erfahrungsraum” 
(“space of experience”), the contributions not only consider the future 
with their “Erwartungshorizont” (“horizon of expectation”); through 
memory they also consider the presence of progressive politicians and 
intellectuals after the Second World War.35 Similar to the first post-war 
period, there was an experience surplus that precluded, with its numerous 
individual memories, the expectation surplus as a motor of modern ideolo-
gies common to periods of peace. The comparative approach also allows 
for checking whether eventual generational (self-)descriptions by experi-
ence processing did not occur in contexts with considerable social differ-
ences.36 Furthermore, it makes sense to separate the concrete experiences 
of war and resistance before 1945 from the retrospective experience pro-
cessing, i.e. to distinguish between the concrete experience as “Erlebnis” 
and the retrospective procedure as “interpreted memory.”37
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Concerning the biographies, it will be interesting to examine in what 
way the different life experiences of different generations had communi-
tarian effects.38 A complementary question in many contributions is this: 
To what extent did parts of this progressive left operate policies for dealing 
actively with the past and found something like a collective cultural mem-
ory in France, Italy and West Germany? Certainly, within the context of an 
eventual Europeanization of memory, the authors notice different memo-
ries of the Second World War and of the Holocaust due to the diverse 
nature of both phenomena.39 Changes of memory usually result in trans-
formations of identity.40 If we stress the ethic−moral value of resistance 
against arbitrary regimes as democratization movements, one could even 
talk about a moral responsibility for commemoration of progressive politi-
cians and intellectuals, taking into account the fundamental role memory 
plays in the emergence of a political community.41 Finally, memory dis-
courses remind us to address also the fading out, the concealing or the 
conscious non-passing on of both levels and to indicate their interdepen-
dences.42 Looking for an appropriate periodical end of this volume, one 
could think of 1956 because, after the reinforcement of the bipolar world 
and Stalin’s death, the XXth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party car-
ried out a programmatic reorientation in February that—in combination 
with the violent suppression of the Hungarian revolution in autumn of the 
same year—had considerable effects on the entire progressive Western 
European sphere. From a domestic point of view, in Western Germany 
and Italy the structural transition toward democracy and the mental acqui-
sition of the republican constitutions was completed by the late 1950s, 
whereas France changed its constitution into a presidential system and 
proceeded from the Fourth to the Fifth Republic in 1958. Therefore, the 
end of the period under consideration has been fixed at 1960.

“Out of the Ashes”?43 Democratic Political 
Cultures in Western Europe After 1945

Regarding the period under consideration, one can ask, “Should the year 
1945 be regarded as maybe the deepest break with the past in world his-
tory in the twentieth century or as continuity in Germany, France and 
Italy in terms of how a democratic society was envisioned? Certainly, a 
mere re-establishment of the inter-war conditions was impossible. 
Concerning Western Germany, 1945 has become a metaphor for a new 

  INTRODUCTION: GENERATION AS AN OPEN QUESTION 



12 

beginning and a successful democratization, as Hans-Ulrich Wehler has 
pointed out.44 It includes the optimistic German myth of the “Stunde 
Null” (“Hour Zero”) and the often-expressed desire for a tabula rasa 
even though many contemporaries interpreted the moment as a complete 
defeat. Others, such as the German economist and sociologist Alfred 
Weber, experienced their time as a “point of departure” and characterized 
this “sense of rebirth” as a “Nullpunkt” (“Zero Point”).45 Anselm 
Doering-Manteuffel identifies “transgenerational collective destiny” in 
the 1930s and 1940s and a past that had not gone by yet. In his eyes, 
these experiences of “strife, destruction and multiple traumata” explain 
why those two decades have become a “common element in culture of 
the European countries”.46 Although the three countries under consider-
ation were governed for years or decades by totalitarian regimes (Italy for 
23 years, Germany for 12 years, and France in parts for 4 years), all of 
them had previously had democratic and—in the French and German 
case—also republican experiences upon which they could build after the 
Second World War. It will be interesting to analyse their pre-war concepts 
of how to (re-)construct post-dictatorship democratic societies.

Looking at these transitions from one political system to another, polit-
ical scientists usually focus on the political sphere while trying to include 
economic and social aspects too.47 There have been three phases of transi-
tion from authoritarian to liberal-democratic political systems in the twen-
tieth century. Starting with the American and French Revolutions, the first 
phase brought a general, equal and free franchise for roughly 30 countries. 
The “long” nineteenth century replaced absolute monarchies with consti-
tutional monarchies or republics. It ended with the First World War and 
Mussolini’s march on Rome, thus marking the beginning of an authoritar-
ian countermovement that established fascist, authoritarian−corporative, 
populist and military−dictatorial regimes. The second phase, on which 
this book concentrates, witnessed transformations into democracies under 
Allied supervision in Western Germany, Austria, Italy, Japan and Latin 
America. The third and last phase can be seen in the period of the demo-
cratic transformations in Southern Europe starting in Portugal in 1974 
and ending with the breakdown of the communist regimes in Eastern 
Europe in 1991.

Referring to our analytical term “democracy” and the period 
1945–1960, the overall question is this: Did Western Europe moved 
toward a distinct new political culture after 1945 or toward different 
national political cultures? Therefore, conceptual and everyday histories of 
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democratic activism shall be connected to specific historical experiences. 
This includes issues of personal but also mental continuities and the efforts 
of post-war governments to handle their past.48 Closely linked to this topic 
are categories such as democratization, the role of intellectuals, (re-) edu-
cation, identity and the commemoration of the past, all of which gave rise 
to controversies after the war. That is why we should speak of a multiple 
past, an inhomogeneous civilization and several progressive political cul-
tures. However, despite all heterogeneity, they shared common features. 
In Germany, France and Italy, all models of social and political progress 
after 1945, were based in the medium-term on democratic structures.49 
Democracy seemed to be attractive but also dangerous and somehow 
vague as far as concrete elements were concerned.50 Nevertheless, there 
was a majority consensus on one issue that distinguished the three coun-
tries studied here from many other democracies in post-war Europe: 
Democracies in post-war France, Germany and Italy meant republics, as 
the constitutional referendum in Italy on 2 June 1946 demonstrated. 
Democratic republics were thought to be the best form of government in 
order to maintain the peace, as many intellectuals have stressed since 
Kant’s theory postulated the connection between peace and republics. 
That is why, in most cases, social and economic models for the period after 
1945 referred to ideas of a democratic peace (e.g. the Marshall plan). 
Concepts for a peaceful future were usually linked directly to socio-global 
ideas of order and, in our period, were characterized by the Cold War.51 
Fascism and National Socialism, war and genocide were often regarded as 
a civilizational break in which violence dominated moral values. To re-
establish basic structures of a peaceful, pluralistic and democratic interac-
tion was therefore among the main aims of many post-war intellectuals 
and politicians. “How to raise citizens in Europe after the Second World 
War”, to fight for legitimacy, to defend the “inherently fragile nature of 
democracy” and, finally, to “make moral citizens” were not only concerns 
of the allied victory powers.52 It is our interest here to see how citizens in 
France, Germany and Italy tried to create a new political culture and iden-
tity based on democratic and participatory values. Finally, it is important 
to consider how different scientific and constitutional cultures developed 
after 1945 and how “engaged democrats” of both the political and the 
intellectual sphere tried to make as much as possible out of the fluidity of 
the immediate post-war years as the Cold War began.53

A common, well-known and often studied type of this engagement was 
commemoration.54 According to Stathis Kalyvas, we can observe four 
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basic forms of collective memory after conflicts: these are exclusion, inclu-
sion, contestation (such as the questioning of existent forms of govern-
ment and society) and silence, each with corresponding forms of 
commemoration such as days of remembrance, debates and memorials.55 
Jörg Echternkamp and Stefan Martens recently reflected on the potential 
of Europeanizing the history of the Second World War.56 Nevertheless, 
although European memory is one of conflicts and violence, it is also one 
of attempts to overcome these negative experiences by the meta-narrative 
of European rebirth. In a recent publication, Claus Leggewie mentioned 
both the Holocaust and the European Integration among the interlinked 
topics of a collective European memory.57 In doing so, one always has to 
remember, of course, that individual experiences remain fundamentally 
disparate and generations are never monolithic. If we consider experiences 
to be social constructs that are constantly re-interpreted, it might be help-
ful to follow Dirk Moses’ distinction between the “event” (Erlebnis) and 
the “experience” as “interpreted memory” in order to shift the focus of 
research on the processing of experiences.58

Usually, there are generational differences regarding the processing of 
historical events, e.g. some generations are more optimistic than others or 
have different backgrounds, meaning that their perception of the present 
time is characterized by socialization and emotions. One might ask, for 
example, who preferred not to discuss the Holocaust in the post-war 
period? Are there common European features of memory construction in 
these early times? French, German and Italian people did not only com-
memorate their experiences with totalitarian regimes, they also tried to 
establish structures to avoid a return of those dark years. Former soldiers 
in the four occupation zones of Germany, for example, were hoping for a 
better life and social recognition, whereas communists were eager to con-
tribute actively to political reconstruction. Many of them were disillu-
sioned not only by the denazification measures but also by the Russian 
occupation forces. Therefore, “victim” discourses, the integration of col-
laborators within collective experience processes and the impact of this 
integration within broader processes of coming to terms with the past 
have also to be taken into account.59 The same applies to the permanently 
changing ways of social communication as a constant negotiation process 
after 1945, which were very important because the “what” and the “how” 
could be remembered or forgotten in specific spatial and temporal 
contexts.60
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Toward an Integrated Western European History

Adding the history of one nation-state to another is not enough in mod-
ern historiography. This also applies to social movements because we 
could define the progressive political parties, interest groups and intellec-
tuals analysed in this volume. They were not limited to the territory of a 
nation-state even if for a long time they have been described and analysed 
within a dominant national framework. To detect transnational links of 
and between social movements as modernizers with global claims and uto-
pias as well as key representatives of social conflict, the methods of com-
parison and entanglement are very important. Comparative historical 
research has at least five advantages over conventional national perspec-
tives. First, it offers greater analytical distance to contemporary interpreta-
tions through specific questions. Second, it allows one to historicize 
dominant narratives such as democratization and Americanization. Third, 
it questions well-established causal chains, e.g. referring to fascism and 
National Socialism. Fourth, it invites verification of the importance of 
epochal thresholds. And fifth, it helps to sharpen our awareness of the 
actors’ room for manoeuvres.61 Transnational perspectives can help us to 
decentralize our point of view and to perceive territories not only as com-
parative units but also as mutually entangled components. To question 
why rather than how something happened will reveal common findings as 
well as divergences.62 Consequently, all authors of these chapters have 
chosen a comparative approach and/or one of transfer, entanglements, 
relations and mutual perceptions covering the period between 1945 and 
1960 and focusing on France, Germany and Italy.

Why does this volume confine itself to three countries of Western 
Europe while recent studies point us “towards a global history of social 
movements”?63 The author of these lines is deeply convinced that scien-
tists, especially those working in the humanities, should widen their hori-
zon as far as possible in explaining political, social, economic and cultural 
developments. However, as Stefan Berger and Holger Nehring admit 
honestly in their inspiring recent volume, global approaches toward the 
history of social movements are still in their infancy.64 Therefore, before 
arriving at the global level, solid “micro-studies” based on archival and 
printed sources are required that put parts of national narratives into a 
greater context and open up an integrated historical narrative through 
comparative and transnational perspectives. Europe as a transnational 
entity provides an excellent spatial area for transnational history because 
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the nation-states on this continent are geographically among the closest of 
any area in the world. In addition, many states mean many boundaries, 
and the long tradition of exchange and transfer across the continent and 
beyond makes the argument even more valuable.65 However, even in this 
tiny Europe, the entanglements and linguistic requirements are manifold, 
which might explain why we have only very little research that meets the 
requirements of a pan-European integrated history even today.66 The arti-
cles collected in this volume try to make a start in such a historiographical 
approach in the core region of European integration, this core being 
France, West Germany and Italy—besides Benelux—which are three of 
the six founding members of the Rome Treaties in 1957. They refer to 
Europeanization concepts developed by Martin Conway, Ulrike von 
Hirschhausen and Kiran Klaus Patel and try to better connect two of the 
sub-periods of the twentieth century, i.e. the inter- and post-war periods, 
by examining ideas of democracy and democratization processes in 
Western Europe.67

The volume starts with an article by Andreas Wirsching. In his general 
overview, he analyses whether or not Western Europe moved toward a 
new political culture after 1945. Concentrating on France, Italy and West 
Germany, he confirms that there was “a deep cultural and political cae-
sura” and that the genuine European roots of democratic reconstruction 
made a significant contribution to a different and more secular European 
narrative of history in the medium and long term. He identifies three 
aspects that favoured this political and intellectual shift in the countries 
under consideration in the second post-war period: the fundamental role 
of a generation born in the nineteenth century with older political tradi-
tions than those of totalitarianism; the tendency to overcome Nietzsche’s 
“monumentalism,” which was replaced by post-heroism and victimhood 
in order to liberate the European peoples from their past guilt; and, most 
importantly, for Wirsching, the ever increasing role of mass culture thanks 
to the economic boom, paid vacation and audio-visual mass media. Despite 
constitutional continuities, especially in France and Italy, the change of 
political culture compared to the bipolar extremism of the interwar period 
became evident everywhere in Western Europe after 1945. Contrary to 
the radical and extremist tendencies of the generation born around 1900, 
older politicians—such as Robert Schuman and Vincent Auriol, Luigi 
Einaudi and Alcide De Gasperi, Kurt Schumacher and Konrad Adenauer—
grabbed the second chance they were offered by history and by the Allies. 
Apart from these common trends in Western Europe, there also existed 

  J. SPÄTH



  17

considerable differences such as the role of communism in France and 
Italy due to resistance movements compared to their exclusion and social 
marginalization in Western Germany.

The second part of the volume is dedicated to selected fields of the new 
beginning in Western European political culture. Three authors examine 
key issues of democratization processes such as writing and historiography, 
constitutional culture and political sciences, comparing either the 
German−Italian or the Franco−German case. First, Dominik Rigoll puts a 
specific generation of intellectuals at the centre of attention. When the 
Western Allies assumed governmental control of Germany in 1945, they 
carried with them “White Lists” indicating names of Germans who were 
not compromised by the Nazi regime and should take over leading posi-
tions. In France, correspondingly, former Resistance fighters had entered 
the state apparatus 1 year before. Rigoll identifies this particular group of 
people as “original 45ers” and asks if we can characterise this generational 
unit as a “European generation of resistance.” Most of its members were 
leaning to the political left, but there were also conservatives among them 
such as Adenauer in West Germany or de Gaulle in France. By using the 
term “45er” in its original but now forgotten meaning in historiography, 
Rigoll refuses to simply accept the by now dominant interpretation accord-
ing to which the “45ers” were all members of the so-called Hitler Youth 
generation. Instead, he analyses the self-understanding of 11 prominent 
“original 45ers” such as Eugen Kogon and Jean Améry. Picking up the 
research of these “original 45ers” and that of the French historian Olivier 
Wieviorka since the late 1980s, he proposes a new conceptual approach to 
the history of this generational unit within a transnational perspective.

The next two chapters concentrate on law and political sciences as spe-
cific academic disciplines from a German−Italian comparative point of 
view. Maurizio Cau examines the constitutional culture north and south 
of the Alps stressing both the continuities and the ruptures in the second 
post-war period. He focuses on the constitution as an institution that had 
come under high pressure after decades of fascist rule. Cau argues that 
retracing the development of political thought on the State in sciences 
such as constitutional law reveals some hints about whether the political 
culture of the post-war period differed from or referred to the pre-war era. 
Questioning the “generational shift” and the “new beginning” of 1945, 
he stresses that there was rather a mixture of both distancing oneself from 
the past and upholding previous doctrines. Cau calls this phenomenon 
“multiple temporality” because the “timings of constitutional, cultural 
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and social changes” often do not correspond with each other. Therefore, 
he suggests the formula of “continuity in rupture” to grasp this dichot-
omy between German and Italian constitutional experts before he asks 
how these ideas were implemented into new written constitutions.

Although law has been one of the basic academic disciplines since the 
foundation of universities in the Middle Ages, political science used to be 
taught within other disciplines such as law, history or economy through-
out the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century. In his contribu-
tion, Gabriele D’Ottavio assesses the gradual consolidation of this field of 
study as a proper university discipline and the role it played in the democ-
ratization of former totalitarian societies in Italy and West Germany. By 
exploring the relevance of the generational issue within political science, 
he confronts the relationship between the discipline and various concepts 
of democracy. This also allows him to look critically at the generally 
accepted theses of “Americanization” and/or “Westernization” of Western 
European countries. He argues for distinguishing between both phenom-
ena as a “cultural and intellectual process” on one hand and a “political 
goal” on the other. By first highlighting the role of the “three forerun-
ners”—Gaetano Mosca, Karl Mannheim and Carl J. Friedrich—and then 
that of the new generation of Italian scholars such as Norberto Bobbio 
and Giovanni Sartori as well as German remigrants, including Arnold 
Bergstraesser and Karl Loewenstein, D’Ottavio shows how the cultural 
transfer from the US to Western Europe in political science after 1945 was 
generally filtered, mediated and even partially altered after 1945.

Whereas the second part of the volume focuses on generational changes 
within certain academic and intellectual groups, the last part is dedicated 
completely to progressive party politics covering the socialist, social demo-
cratic and the left-liberal sphere. To examine matters of generationality 
around 1945 within politically more coherent and left-oriented circles is 
particularly interesting and relevant because the historic chance and 
moment of the end of the Second World War seems to have been a unique 
opportunity to realize long-planned leftist projects for democratic societ-
ies after the political right had been discredited by fascism and National 
Socialism. In fact, it proved much more difficult to fulfill those hopes than 
left-wing politicians had expected, as is shown by the five following contri-
butions. All of them analyse party politics from a comparative and/or 
transnational point of view. Thus, they provide first results for conceptual-
izing a particular Western European generation of socialism and left-
liberalism by analysing how a transnational group of politicians coped with 
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the challenges of (re-)constructing democratic societies in the second 
post-war period. One could characterize this section as being about an 
outsider generation that aimed, but ultimately failed, to shape the political 
culture of the immediate post-war period in these countries: Their impact, 
it could be argued, came later, in the 1960s.68

Christian Blasberg employs the category of the “lost generation” and 
applies it to the Italian left-liberals, whose protagonist was Nicolò 
Carandini. Although the liberals had been a powerful group in Italy for 
decades since the foundation of the unified Kingdom in 1861, by 1945, 
and even more from 1947 onward, they were marginalized increasingly 
more between the bipolar Cold War party system with the communists 
and socialists on one side and with the Christian Democrats on the other. 
By assessing both Carandini’s efforts to prepare centre-left concepts of a 
renewed social-liberalism in Italy and the impact of his international policy 
on the (Western) European political evolution after the war, Blasberg 
argues that the failure of Carandini’s brand of new liberalism in Italy was, 
in a way, “counter-balanced by his commitment to the European idea.” 
Thus, he stresses the Europeanist dimension of Carandini’s action and 
thinking, which was first developed during his time as Italian ambassador 
in London from 1944 to 1947, and emphasizes that this unique intellec-
tual was miles ahead of French and German national-liberal conservatives 
as far as supranational and federalist ideas were concerned. Following the 
political career of this particular personality of Italian post-war politics 
makes an important contribution to understanding of why many efforts of 
such left-oriented members of the “original 45ers”—to pick up Rigoll’s 
topic again—failed in Western Europe after the Second World War. 
Establishing a truly new democratic society in Carandini’s liberal vision 
raised the conflict between the “younger generation” and the “old liber-
als” that was decidedly in favour of the latter.

Clashes not only between younger and older generations but also 
between old and new concepts of democracy played out in the sphere of 
socialist internationalism as well. Jan de Graaf argues that they were not 
the old and well-known dichotomies of filo-communism versus anti-
communism or revolution versus reform that distinguished Italian social-
ists from their Western European sister parties after 1945. Instead, the 
Italian socialists’ very different idea about a new social and popular democ-
racy as the ultimate goal placed the PSI, along with the Eastern European 
socialist parties, “outside of mainstream international socialism”, as Guy 
Mollet put it in 1948. In his chapter, De Graaf explains the particular 
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Italian way, with its profound socialist conviction, of overcoming an old 
bourgeois liberal society held responsible for more than two decades of 
fascism. He retraces the forerunners of this distinct Italian interpretation 
of democracy (Lelio Basso and Pietro Nenni) and highlights important 
elements such as preventing a counter-revolutionary fascism and the need 
for structural reforms, unity with communists and mass participation in 
government by the working classes in order to prepare society for the 
transition to socialism. Overall, he questions the characterization of Italian 
post-war socialism as “anomalous” and discusses the PSI within a pan-
general European, not just Western European, context stressing the fact 
that Italian fascism, unlike fascism in most other European countries, had 
lasted for an entire generation and thus made a deeper impact than any-
where else.

Concentrating on the memory argument within the French−German 
context, Brian Shaev suggests that the socialist parties in both countries 
inherited the historical debts of their nations but used this memory of hor-
ror in their efforts to establish democracy. Furthermore, he shows how 
each party drew on the historical experiences of the other nation in analys-
ing the trajectory of democracy in their own countries. Although the 
majority of memory studies have focused on national communities, there 
existed transnational efforts crossing national boundaries and stressing 
common experiences in the past and convictions for the future. Exploring 
this transnational dimension of European socialist memory is at the centre 
of Shaev’s analysis. He relates his argument especially to discourses of the 
inter-war period that were crucial for French and German socialists in the 
transition toward post-war democracies. Presenting fresh evidence from 
archival sources, he questions both national master narratives, according 
to which there existed only distinct communist, socialist or Gaullist mem-
ories, and a “community of silence” in West Germany, respectively. He 
thereby makes an important contribution to broadening the approach of 
memory studies by also considering expectations of generational groups 
for the future. As Shaev can show, SFIO and SPD ideas and projects often 
had more in common with one another than with other political parties 
within their own nation. This was true, in particular, for the first genera-
tion of post-war socialist leaders until the late 1950s.

Another example of how to shift memory studies from their focus on 
the past toward future expectations follows in the chapter by Jens Späth. 
He compares the lives, ideas and actions of two prominent socialist politi-
cians of the post-war period—Lelio Basso and Wilhelm Hoegner—who, 
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despite their prominence, remained to a certain extent “outsiders” within 
their political parties. Referring to both the historical experiences of anti-
fascism and the future project of democracy, he elaborates on some central 
parallels and differences between Italian socialism and German (but also 
Bavarian) social democracy and confirms that the history of Italian social-
ism after 1945 cannot be written without the history of the Soviet Union. 
Summarising first the generational communities to which Hoegner (born 
1887) and the much younger Basso (born 1903) belonged, Späth outlines 
their experiences under fascism and National Socialism. As a second step, 
he discusses selected aspects of their political ideas and activities after 1945 
focusing on the commemoration of the past on one hand and on theory 
and practice of democratic governments on the other. Although there 
existed important differences both in their background and in their con-
cepts of democracy, one can define Basso and Hoegner as generationally 
close to each other because they both belonged to a generation of post-
war European socialists who had a unique sense of history that drove them 
to transform anti-fascist experiences into the construction of democratic 
societies.

Making sense of history usually involves the issue of reconciliation. 
Christine Vodovar starts her contribution with a reflection on the Elysée 
Treaty of 1963 as one of the most important examples of official recon-
ciliation documents. She makes the point that socialists in both West 
Germany and France took a very ambiguous attitude toward the ratifica-
tion of the treaty: Although the SPD finally signed it after an important 
preamble had been added, the SFIO voted against it. In her chapter, 
Vodovar elaborates on some possible explanations for these divergences 
that seem to underline the mutual distrust of both parties more than a 
willingness for international cooperation between the former arch-ene-
mies France and Germany. By alluding to different conceptions of peace 
and collective security as well as to interest calculations, she asks whether 
the wartime experiences and post-war expectations of French and 
German socialists mobilized both socialist parties after 1945 and created 
something like a distinct generation with a collective memory and a new 
political culture. Interestingly, she analyses not only the French and 
German socialist position before voting on the Elysée Treaty but also 
brings in the Italian socialist perspective as a “participant observer.” This 
allows her to show that the efforts of all three parties in denying the 
principle of collective guilt were often counteracted by individual mis-
trust and even hostility.
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Opening up comparative and transnational perspectives, the contribu-
tions show the potential and limitations of the generation concept and of 
Europeanizing the continent’s history. Of course, future research should 
enlarge the perspective throughout all Western European states. It should 
also compare the contexts of the three Western European countries pre-
sented in this volume with examples from Middle and Eastern European 
such as the GDR, Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary where the real 
socialist governments not only claimed to be more democratic than the 
West but also could pick up their liberal and democratic traditions of one 
and a half centuries. Finally, global or colonial contexts also should be 
addressed. Nonetheless, this volume might serve as a contribution for 
research projects on integrated European history of the twentieth century 
and for breaking up the national framework in generational studies in the 
future.
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CHAPTER 2

Toward a New Political Culture? Totalitarian 
Experience and Democratic Reconstruction 

After 1945

Andreas Wirsching

The comeback of democracy after 1945 was, to some extent, surprising. 
Democracy in continental Europe seemed to be doomed to failure in the 
1930s. All European democracies had tremendous difficulties adapting 
themselves to the problems caused by the Great War. These problems con-
cerned public finances, industrial relations, social security, unemployment, 
distress and, last but not least, the enduring question of an international 
peace settlement that was stable and just at the same time. By the end of 
the 1930s, first Italy, then Germany, had fallen victim to fascism and 
National Socialism, and even in France democracy was strongly endan-
gered.1 There was widespread resentment among the middle classes, which 
were partly tempted to give support to extra-parliamentary right-wing 
leagues. Some historians have seen the Vichy regime in continuity to that 
anti-parliamentarianism of the 1930s.2 Others have stressed the stunning 
and spectacular defeat of 1940, which caused the breakdown of the 
Republic and the transition to an authoritarian or even fascist regime.3
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In any case, the deep crisis of democracy and of parliamentarianism in 
the interwar period left, at first glance, little hope for restoring democracy 
in the near future. Durable democratic reconstruction required, in fact, a 
deep political and cultural caesura in Western Europe.

In this chapter, I will argue that there was such a deep caesura; a caesura 
that went far beyond the military and political turnaround of 1944−1945 
but that affected the depth of Western European political culture. At the 
same time, there remains the question: To what extent this was a genu-
inely European process, or to what extent was European democracy the 
benefit of American superiority and the large influx of aid that came from 
this superiority? I make an argument for taking into account the European 
roots of the democratic reconstruction without denying, of course, that 
this reconstruction was only possible under the military and political 
umbrella of the US. In my opinion, the main transformation resulted from 
a secular shift in how Europeans perceived their history and how they 
perceived themselves as actors in this history. To put it differently, it was a 
profound change in the narrative by which Europeans saw their own role 
in history. This narrative was more or less completely re-written after 1945 
and gave a rather new orientation to politicians and intellectuals but also 
to ordinary people.

I concentrate my remarks on a comparison of the three countries in 
question during this conference: Italy, France and West Germany. In addi-
tion, I discuss three aspects that converged to bring about the change of 
the narrative in these countries after 1945. First, I speak of the crucial role 
of a democratic generation that had its roots in the nineteenth century. 
Against the background of the age of totalitarianism, those people were 
able to revive older political traditions and give them a new shape fitting 
into the specificities of the post-war situation. Second, I will speak of the 
trend toward post-heroism. Third, I speak of the role of mass culture. 
These three elements—generation, post-heroism and mass culture—con-
verged to bring about a profound change of historical and political narra-
tive in the three countries.

The Role of a Democratic Generation Rooted 
in the Nineteenth Century

At first glance, however, there was, Germany left aside, a strong trend 
toward political and constitutional continuity in Western Europe. The 
constitutional monarchies that had existed before the war, like Great 
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Britain, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Belgium and the Netherlands, con-
tinued to exist after 1945, and the system of parliamentary monarchy was 
revived. “France, too, returned to the pre-war political system.”4 In many 
respects, the Fourth Republic resembled the Third Republic with its weak 
governments and a powerful parliament that was dominated by individuals 
rather than by the weakly organized parties. Even in Italy there was a clear 
tendency toward reconstructing the pre-fascist order. After the referen-
dum of 1946, the republican constitution of 1948 resulted in a political 
system that was relatively similar to that which preceded fascism.5

However, these constitutional continuities in Western Europe were 
embedded by a political culture that was dramatically shifting compared to 
the political atmosphere of the 1920s and 1930s. Between the wars, 
European political culture revealed a dangerous tendency toward a bipolar 
structure. As is well known, this tendency favoured the extremes. Against 
the background of mounting social and economic problems, the political 
extremes—communism, fascism and National Socialism—propagated and 
claimed simple solutions. Moreover, they propagated these simple solu-
tions by scapegoating political opponents. They revealed their totalitarian 
character by their penchant to moralize political and structural antago-
nisms. Political opponents were to be seen exclusively as truly enemies or 
criminals according to Carl Schmitt’s concept of the political as a civil war. 
Such a concept, with its absolute distinction between friend and foe, 
excluded any rational parliamentary politics; but when the mounting pres-
sure of political problems was overwhelming, governments and parlia-
ments with pseudo-religious clarity and the seductive language of the 
extremes suggested an easy way out.6

If this system of friend and foe was made absolute, no middle ground, 
then no option between the extremes remained available. From this per-
spective, the political struggle required a rigid “either/or” mentality. To 
escape from the camp of one abominated and abhorred enemy, it was 
necessary to opt for the other camp. Georges Valois, the French fascist and 
admirer of Mussolini, put it this way in 1923: On the ruins of the old lib-
eral Europe, communism and fascism alone fought for the future of the 
continent. Moreover, it was only a sort of European fascism that would be 
able to save the Western civilization from being destroyed by “Asian” bol-
shevism. “Two powers are at work – the one in the steppe, the other in the 
Romanic country. Both embody the total intellectual and practical nega-
tion of all democratic values. But Lenin is the dictator of barbarism, while 
Mussolini is the dictator of civilization.”7
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This coercion to choose between good and evil, between friend and 
foe, characterized the bipolar, totalitarian structure of the interwar period. 
And this coercion increasingly threatened to close any middle ground of 
plurality and compromise. This bipolar structure strongly affected the 
room to manoeuvre of those political forces that were willing to follow 
parliamentary rules and democratic practice. Indeed, we can say that three 
of the four great political currents of the nineteenth century—i.e. liberal-
ism, socialism and conservatism—were strongly affected by the maelstrom 
of the bipolar, totalitarian structure of the time. Nothing needs to be said 
about the downfall of liberalism between the wars.8 However, in the 
Weimar Republic, for example, alongside the liberal pillar, the conserva-
tive pillar eroded equally from 1928 onward. The appeal of the extremes 
and the escape into radicalism required more convincing answers. This 
mechanism was also dangerous for social democrats and reformist social-
ists. They remained incessantly under fire by the communists and other 
representatives of the extreme left. Socialists who stayed firm to the norms 
of democratic constitutionalism remained, in the eyes of Moscow, traitors 
before they became “social-fascists” as of 1929.

There is ample evidence now that the generation born around 1900 
was the most vulnerable to the temptations of totalitarian thinking. Its 
members constituted a large part of élites and followers alike of political 
extremism. As fascists and Nazis, they enjoyed, under the respective 
regimes, extremely bright career opportunities, and more than once they 
succumbed to the temptations of quick and easy power.9 For the commu-
nists, however, the generational leitmotiv remained “anti-fascism” and 
resistance, persecution and exile.10 Therefore, the categories of “friend” 
and “foe” were reinforced by war and terror. After 1945, however, the 
ideologically founded bipolarity, which was so typical for the interwar 
period, was quickly fading away. Many fascists, Nazis and collaborators, it 
is true, remained unmolested by justice and found their place in the post-
war democracies. Some of them made even a new civil career. However, as 
to the renegotiation of the political system, the extreme right remained 
more or less completely de-legitimized. It had no relevant political voice 
in the reconstruction of democracy even though overtones of militant 
anti-communism were never absent. A political comeback of former fas-
cists and Nazis was precluded.11

Thus, in post-war Europe the radical and extremist tendencies and their 
representatives, mostly belonging to the generation born around 1900, 
were politically quieted down and socially integrated. At the same time, 
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the generation of pre-war democrats now got their second chance. After 
1945, this older generation, born during the last third of the nineteenth 
century, took the lead in the reconstruction of politics. Without entering 
here into a general discussion of the controversial concept of generation,12 
some remarks seem to be necessary. There is ample evidence that for the 
generation of those who were born between circa 1860 and 1885, it was 
easier to accept democracy and pluralism than it was for the younger one. 
If their members belonged to the educated middle class, their mental and 
social background was clearly the classical liberalism of the nineteenth cen-
tury and its claims for political reason and rational discourse. If they 
belonged, on the contrary, to the working classes, their political mentali-
ties were marked by the success of the European working-class movement 
before 1914. This success privileged a sort of “revisionist” and pragmatic 
attitude along with a strong optimistic feeling of “progress.” Both prag-
matism and optimistic belief in progress boosted a policy of evolutionary 
improvement. “We, the old generation,” remarked Friedrich Ebert in 
1922, “do not become impatient if progress is not as fast as we hoped 
for.”13

This concept of a “rational” and evolutionary policy was rooted in a 
biographical and psychological disposition. Members of this generation 
had established themselves socially and professionally long before 1914. 
Their beliefs were already consolidated when the First World War began 
turning the world upside down. In terms of firm convictions and material 
conditions, they were much more independent than their younger compa-
triots and could therefore much more easily deal with the shocks of war 
and revolution.14

In West Germany, France, and Italy, almost all leading politicians of the 
first post-war years had been born before 1900. This was true for Konrad 
Adenauer, Kurt Schumacher, Theodor Heuss, Léon Blum, Vincent Auriol, 
Robert Schuman, Henri Queuille, Luigi Einaudi, Attilio Piccioni, Enrico 
De Nicola and, of course, Alcide de Gasperi. Almost all of them were 
politically active before the advent of war and dictatorship. And after hav-
ing spent many years in political isolation or even under arrest, this genera-
tion got their second chance. It profited from the window of opportunity 
and—in the German case—from the favour of the Allies.

With this generation taking the lead, post-war political culture became 
dominated by a tinge of nineteenth-century traditions.15 Even in those 
countries, where the crisis of democracy had been deepest—in Germany, 
Italy and France—convinced democrats had also been at work. And liber-
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als, social and Christian democrats had succeeded in conserving their 
political traditions in the teeth of totalitarian rule and throughout the hor-
rors of war and dictatorship. The result was a sort of second “recasting 
bourgeois Europe,” to borrow a term Charles Maier applied to the first 
post-war period from 1919 to 1925.16

In France and Italy, this recasting bourgeois Europe initially took the 
form of “tripartism” and included the communist party. This political alli-
ance between communists, socialists and Christian democrats was sealed 
under the sign of resistance experience. Heterogeneous and short-lived, it 
may be seen as a typical consensus transition from a period of dictatorship, 
occupation and repression to a period of new democratic stability. At the 
same time, it highlighted an important difference between the political 
cultures of France and Italy on one hand and West Germany on the other: 
This difference concerned the role of communism.

Flushed with its victories in the combats of the Résistance and in the 
Resistenza, communism emerged as a major force in Western European 
politics. Resistance prestige was one reason for its new importance; another 
was its control of organized labour, which it had—to a large extent—
wrested from the more moderate, socialist-oriented trade-union leaders 
during the war years. Finally, the economic hardships of the years 
1943–1946 encouraged the spread of communist influence. However, 
poverty alone was never the chief reason for the appeal of communism. It 
depended rather on its mystique, its power to inspire devotion and sacri-
fice among its adherents. This was especially true of intellectuals and of 
young people. And these were two groups who generally knew commu-
nism only in the moderate and patriotic guise it had assumed during the 
war years. Therefore, in the immediate post-war years, communists could 
achieve excellent results at the polls. In the first general election in France 
held in October 1945, they emerged on the top with more than a quarter 
of the votes.17

In Germany, the situation was different and unique: Here, convinced 
communists had an option to go to the Soviet zone and to work there for 
their personal utopia. In West Germany, however, the remaining com-
munists were banned from the old/new political élites. At the beginning, 
harbouring new illusions as to the coming revolution, West German com-
munists met very soon with the well-known cycle of disappointment and 
exclusion, political erosion and social marginalization. But, contrary to 
the interwar period, the expanding economy offered new options of 
social integration to disillusioned communists. As a precondition, they of 
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course had to give up their political aspirations. In the words of Till 
Kössler, revolutionary cadres might at least become citizens of the Federal 
Republic of Germany.18

After tripartism had broken up in 1947, the reconstruction of democ-
racy became more and more linked to Christian democracy, which in itself 
was a strong innovation of party systems. In Italy, the Democrazia Cristiana 
was the heir of the Popular Party of the short democratic period of 
1919–1922. In France, there had been forerunners in the 1920s and 
1930s, but as a strong political force French Christian democracy was an 
almost new invention and more or less a completely new phenomenon 
after 1945. In Germany, the Christian Democratic Union was the first 
political party in German history that offered a common platform to polit-
ical Catholicism and protestant conservatism.19

Christian democracy could appeal to the electorate through a very spe-
cific profile. That profile combined Christian values with the offer of rec-
onciliation, which was so badly needed by societies traumatized and 
divided by the war. Although the Christian democrats were hostile to the 
idea of class struggle, they were far from having a purely capitalistic 
approach. Catholic social thought was deeply pledged to a harmonistic 
concept of society. Elements of that concept were social solidarity, the idea 
of a strong intervening state that would and could guarantee social secu-
rity. At the same time, Christian democrats were strongly anti-communist, 
a necessary precondition to win confidence among the middle classes. At 
any rate, in France and Italy, many conservatives voted for Christian 
Democrats as the least objectionable of the mass formations considering 
that their own political parties had largely disappeared because of their 
sympathies for fascism.

The successful reconstruction after 1945 was largely due to the concur-
rence of political traditions, generational imprints and the military and 
political state exception that followed the American hegemony over 
Europe. But the fragility of this historic window of opportunity could be 
seen by the strong criticism expressed toward the new model of a multi-
party parliamentary democracy in the making. This criticism articulated 
itself definitely in generational terms. Obviously, the new post-war politi-
cians were the old ones. Therefore, in France, the old guard of the Third 
Republic did not succeed in convincing the French public of the adequacy 
of the Fourth Republic. In Germany, the attack of the “youth” against the 
“old” was sometimes worded in the well-known elements of anti-party 
and anti-parliamentarian sentiment. Journals like the Frankfurter Hefte or 
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Der Ruf denounced the tendency to fall back on concepts of a centralized 
mass democracy with its rule of parties: “Those parties resurrected from 
the bankrupt Weimar Republic, with their ‘old men’ who have been ship-
wrecked before are anachronistic.”20

I added the above-mentioned quote because it shows us the strong 
political and mental tensions that were at work in the immediate post-war 
period. These tensions give us an idea of how uncertain the prospects of 
democracy were in 1945. It was not only a question of political parties and 
parliamentary functions that lay at the root of democratic stabilization. To 
strengthen its position in the long run, the new democratic order needed 
cultural “soft powers,” and that brings me to my second point.

Post-Heroism

I have stressed the fact that, after 1945, we can observe a definite farewell 
to the ideological bipolarity that had so deeply influenced the interwar 
period and was now overcome by the consensus of an older generation of 
politicians: These politicians had suffered themselves from the many forms 
of repression and violence coming from that ideological bipolarity that 
only knew friend and foe.

In one sense, however, the historical experience of the age of totalitari-
anism was present and at the same time rewritten. That is to say, from now 
on it was important to stand on the morally right side. Until the Second 
World War, a form of collective memory had dominated in Europe that 
may be called “historical monumentalism,” to borrow Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
famous phrase. In a monumentalistic conception of history, Nietzsche says 
that history “belongs above all to the man of deeds and power, to him 
who fights a great fight, who needs models, teachers, comforters”.21

This mode of remembrance, aiming at heroes and feats, invoked the 
great men of the nineteenth century: Napoleon Bonaparte, Garibaldi, and 
Bismarck to name just a few. After having been so terribly perverted by 
fascism and Nazism and after the horrors of the Second World War, the 
heroic narrative lost its spell. Instead, Western Europe entered the phase 
of post-heroism according to the phrase coined by German political scien-
tist Herfried Münkler.22 In all three countries under consideration, the 
narrative of heroism came to an end. What was developing, instead, was a 
new narrative, the narrative of victimhood.

This was even true for Germany. In the immediate post-war era, most 
Germans could not help considering themselves as victims. And the narra-
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tive of their own national destiny as a history of victimization dominated 
the public discourse. The 8th of May—“this gloomy day of deepest humil-
iation,” as the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung commentated in 1955—
primarily represented suffering and destruction, surrender and allied 
occupation.23 Ten years after the war, West German politicians, journalists 
and historians continued to put the “sea of misery”24 caused by the end of 
war into the centre of commemoration. Keywords continued to be “ruin” 
and “capitulation,” “expulsion” and “chaos.”25 It was only by the late 
1960s that the remembrance of German suffering started to fade and 
German victims and the Holocaust entered the collective memory.26

By claiming victimhood, peoples and individuals demonstrated moral 
purity. This was the most important aspect of the German conversion 
from a community of perpetrators to a community of victims. Only by 
considering themselves as victims could they conserve, as it were, a good 
conscience. Even more important was the question of victimhood for 
those societies that were torn apart between fascism, collaboration and 
resistance. The role of France during the war, for example, could be 
regarded in a threefold way: as collaborator, resister or victim.27 It was 
only by the 1980s that France finally came to accept its first role as col-
laborator. During the immediate post-war period, however, the roles of La 
France−Résistante and La France−Victime were the only ones by which 
the moral dignity of the nation could be upheld and democracy restored. 
Thus, “la villemartyre” Oradour-sur-Glane, whose population had been 
massacred by the Germans in 1944, became a sort of representative victim 
for the whole nation.28

The situation was similar in Italy. After 1943, anti-fascist forces suc-
ceeded in forging a collective memory that remained dominant for a long 
time. They created the narrative of Italy having fallen victim to Mussolini’s 
fascism and to Germany’s Nazism. By putting the blame for the war exclu-
sively on Mussolini, this narrative implied a re-dimensioning of Italian 
responsibility and a glorification of the Italian people in the struggle 
against Nazi Germany and its fascist allies.29

In moral terms, condemning war criminals and leaving the people alone 
was the easiest way out, and the story of victimization and self-victimization 
might be further explicated. But what is important here is the fact that 
continental Europe obviously needed a historical narrative that liberated 
its peoples from past guilt. This self-conception constructed a new percep-
tion of history in which the role of the victim was placed in the centre. I 
think it is fair to say that without such a switch to victimhood, the European 
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post-war democracies could hardly have been built. Only the victim status 
promised legitimization and avoided any sort of moral responsibility. This 
construction of a new collective memory had, of course, little to do with 
historical reality. But it was a necessary cultural element for stabilizing the 
new democracies. To quote Alon Confino, “Remembering is not about 
getting the past right; it is often about getting it wrong, thus making the 
present bearable.” It was in this sense that victimhood even became a “pil-
lar of national identity” (Alon Confino).30

Mass Culture

In addition to the construction of this new interpretive pattern, which, by 
invoking collective suffering and victimhood, promised the survivors of 
dictatorship social belonging and moral self-esteem, economic develop-
ment paved the way for stabilization. After the economic boom of the 
1950s and 1960s, a new kind of society developed in Western Europe that 
was marked by higher standards of living, more leisure time, a return to 
privacy and new forms of mass culture. This brings me to my third point 
dealing with the question of how much modern mass culture contributed 
to the stabilization of a new post-war democratic order. I tend to see in 
these developments an important, maybe even the most important, ele-
ment of democratic life after 1945. Thus, let me make a few remarks on 
that.

It seems clear that the use of time in modern mass culture tends to de-
politicize the people. The individual suffers a lack of time to devote to 
political matters, to trade-union organization, or to charitable work, and 
so on. The surplus of time becomes a factor of demand on the market of 
mass culture. However, at the same time it is converted into a lack of time 
that would be needed for civic and political activities. If the impact of lei-
sure becomes stronger, less time can be spared for political and civic 
participation.31

An important key term, in this respect, was “paid vacation.” Already in 
the 1930s, the first regulations of paid vacation were introduced. In 
France, for example, the government of the popular front, which came 
into power in 1936, faced a strong strike movement in the summer of that 
year. It finally granted 1 week paid vacation to the workers, which had a 
tremendous impact. For the first time in history, many thousands of fami-
lies, mainly from the Paris region, headed to the south of France to spend 
a short vacation on the Mediterranean coast.32
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In Germany, the Nazi propaganda used the longing of the masses for 
vacation to establish the so-called Kraft durch Freude (“Strength Through 
Joy”) organization, providing for many thousands to have vacations, for 
the first time in their lives, in the Black Forest, at the North or Baltic Sea, 
even in Italy.33

At their epoch, these events had an important symbolic and propagan-
distic value. However, in general it was only a sort of forerunner of those 
vacation habits that were to come after the War. In 1956, all Frenchmen 
gained a third week of paid vacation, and in the early 1960s, some compa-
nies even granted a fourth week. At that time, the French enjoyed the 
longest annual vacation period in all of Europe. In West Germany, most 
federal constitutions postulated the wage-earner’s right to paid vacations. 
Some constitutions even decreed a minimum of paid days off, normally 
about 12 working days. Finally, in 1963, a federal vacation law was passed. 
Therefore, in practice there was a strong tendency toward European con-
vergence in vacation regulations and habits. In the 1960s, about one third 
of the population would take holidays.34

In addition, they would do so increasingly in their own car. The posses-
sion of a car equalled an extremely meaningful symbol: It was a symbol of 
having gained time and achieved individual mobility and even freedom. 
Cars became probably the most important element of the mass culture of 
the 1950s and 1960s. To possess a car promised the enlargement of the 
limits of space and time and allowed for a more individualized lifestyle. 
Moreover, it was a strong symbol for the “American” way of life, which 
was so much admired by many Europeans.35

A second keyword of the modern mass culture concerns the media. 
Historically, there had been a first breakthrough of modern mass media, 
which took place at the end of the nineteenth century. With literacy levels 
coming close to the total of the population in the developed countries, 
there was a great boom of magazines, series, popular novels, illustrated 
papers and so on. After the Second World War, there was a further push of 
mass media, which at the same time changed the structure of the media 
more or less completely. That was the beginning of the era of audio-visual 
media, which in fact caused a sort of disjunction between media consump-
tion and literacy.36

It was only by the end of the 1950s that radio and increasingly TV 
became mass media in the strict sense of the word. The basic develop-
ments were about the same in all Western European countries, even if one 
had to consider some differences. Television profoundly changed the 
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structure of the media and of mass culture. Image and tone—and with 
them the “cult of distraction,” about which the German writer Siegfried 
Kracauer had already complained in the 1920s—now arrived in the private 
living room. Within a very short period, television became a form of mass 
media for the whole population. In the face of the TV program, social and 
economic inequality ceased to play a role. The farmer, the white-collar 
worker or the business manager all watched the same program.37

That was, of course, a new form of cultural levelling that was strongly 
criticized by many European intellectuals. They considered the new ten-
dencies as the evil sign of Americanization.38 Even if the phenomenon of 
cultural Americanization and the discussion of it were well known before 
1945, there is no doubt that European societies underwent a particularly 
strong cultural transformation after the war. In France, for example, some 
observers spoke of a new French Revolution: a cultural revolution that 
catapulted the country from its socio-economic and cultural backwardness 
into modernity.39 Thus, while General Charles de Gaulle challenged 
American predominance in Europe politically, the American way of life 
and the American style of consumerism were shaping the French 
landscape.

It is no coincidence either that de Gaulle strongly criticized the devel-
opment that put in danger, as he thought, the “individualistic way of life 
that many generations of Frenchmen had followed as farmers, craftsmen, 
merchants and rentiers.” Now that individualistic way of life was being 
replaced by a new form of uniformism: Commerce, de Gaulle wrote in his 
memoirs,

was carried out in identical supermarkets, with rows of shelves and imperi-
ous advertising. Everyone’s house now resembled a cell in some nondescript 
block. Grey anonymous crowds travelled in public transportation. Even lei-
sure now was collective and regimented: meals efficiently served in canteens; 
cheers in unison from the grandstands of sports stadia; holidays spent in 
crowded sites among tourists, campers, and bathers laid out in rows; day or 
evening relaxation at fixed hours for families in identical apartments, where 
before bedtime everyone simultaneously watched and heard the same 
broadcasts on the same wavelengths.40

Although many people, especially among the young generation, 
indulged in the new possibilities and experiences of leisure and consump-
tion, criticism of American-style consumerism came from all intellectual 

  A. WIRSCHING



  41

camps. In contrast, in face of the dynamics of social and cultural change, it 
became more and more difficult, if not impossible, to resist the new soci-
ety. Accordingly, a sort of tacit acceptance began to be seen among 
European intellectuals who had, by the 1970s come to the forefront. To 
quote another French voice, which is quite typical of that attitude, Jean 
Marie Domenach, the editor of the influential magazine Esprit, wrote in 
1960: “Ten years before, we were still able to look down upon the snack-
bars, the supermarkets, the strip-teases, and the whole acquisitive society. 
By now, all this has more or less established itself in Europe. This society 
is not ours but it may be the society of our children.”41

Conclusion

Coming to the end, I would like to stress that democratic reconstruction 
after 1945 implied much more than condemnation of war criminals, 
constitutional change, and the revival of parliament and parties. These 
elements, together with the reinstatement of the rule of law were, it is 
true, the indispensable political and legal preconditions for any form of 
democratic perspective. However, what was also needed was a political 
culture that gave a firm ground to the political and constitutional 
changes. In this context, a new conception was crucial for how history 
was to be interpreted after the anguish caused by dictatorship and after 
the horrors of war and civil war; what was needed was a new idea of what 
role Europeans might play in their shattered continent ruined by history. 
The idea that most European people were, in fact, not heroes anymore 
but victims of war and dictatorship contributed to forming a long-lasting 
narrative that helped to mentally overcome the past and gave a meaning 
to the present.

Finally, the expansion of the economy and the development of a con-
sumer society must not be underestimated. In fact, every political regime 
in the twentieth century—democracies and dictatorships alike—sought 
legitimization through consumption and economic well-being. After 
1945, it was the first time in history that this legitimization was achieved 
in large parts of Europe. Even if it may sound trivial, this helped West 
Europeans to accept democracy in their everyday lives: to accept democ-
racy as social practice, as a lifestyle  – nearly in the same sense that 
Tocqueville had described American democracy more than a century 
ago.42
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CHAPTER 3

The Original 45ers: A European “Generation 
of Resistance”?

Dominik Rigoll

When the American troops pushed their way onto German soil in the final 
months of the Second World War, the occupying officers depended not 
only on an “Arrest Categories Handbook” to help them identify and 
detain individuals who were considered potentially dangerous. Some also 
carried with them a “White List of Persons in Germany Believed to be 
Anti-Nazi or Non-Nazi,” which in December 1944 comprised some 1500 
people. Among them were former politicians such as Konrad Adenauer 
but also civil servants, journalists, and members of all sectors of state and 
society.1 By means of targeted recruiting, which could also could favour 
returned emigrants and “exonerated persons” willing to participate in the 
reconstruction, the Western Allies wanted to ensure that the approxi-
mately 55,000 civil servants subject to an employment ban were replaced 
by “persons who, by their political and moral qualities, are deemed capa-
ble of assisting in developing genuine democratic institutions in Germany”, 
as foreseen by the Potsdam Agreement from 2 August 1945.2 In the early 
phase of denazification, the replacement of the “totalitarian elite” by  
a much smaller “potential counter-elite” representing its “political 
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antithesis”3 seemed possible because Germans were only allowed to 
occupy key positions at local and regional levels.

When the beginning of the Cold War in 1947 made the division of 
Germany into a communist and a non-communist zone increasingly more 
likely, all the followers and even many offenders were allowed to return to 
their previous positions under the condition that they distance themselves 
from National Socialism and keep away from neo-Nazi groups. Especially 
in the Federal Republic of Germany, founded in 1949, the return of the 
old elite was so broad that many of those who had been recruited during 
the denazification period felt politically (re-)marginalized and even endan-
gered by a “re-Nazification” of state and society. At the same time, they 
started to call themselves the “45ers.” Now and again, the research quotes 
from journalist and Buchenwald survivor Eugen Kogon. In 1954, he 
lamented in the Frankfurter Hefte that outsiders recruited after the war 
had long been pushed out by offenders and followers who had been rein-
stated or promoted after the enactment of the so-called “131er law” in 
1951: “All too many of the 131ers have already roundly defeated all too 
many of the 45ers.”4 Indeed, in the second half of the 1950s, when the 
Federal Army recruited many of the 150,000 soldiers fired in 1945, the 
de--Nazification of the state was almost completely reversed.

The moniker “45er” or “1945er,” however, was not simply a self-
designation; it was also used by the opponents. The right-extremist theo-
logian Herbert Grabert, for instance, who continued to be denied a 
position at a West-German university despite the 131er law, still railed in 
the mid-1960s against the “45ers” and their program of political renewal.5 
When he was imprisoned by the British in 1953 as a result of the so-called 
Gauleiter Conspiracy, Joseph Goebbels’ former aide Werner Naumann 
was reminded of practices “from the 45er years”6 and thus from the time 
of denazification and reconstruction. In 1961, the journalist Hermann 
Behr still characterized the “men who started for us” as the “so-called 
‘45ers’.”7 This series of references can be easily extended.

In historiography, the terminology did not catch on. Lutz Niethammer 
represents an exception. He expressed in 1973 the still-valid desideratum 
that the research should undertake a “quantitative analysis of names, posi-
tions, ancestral traits” of the “45ers.”8 Even though two volumes with 
(auto-)biographical portraits of some of the protagonists of the early 
reconstruction period were published by journalists in 1979 and 1981, the 
designation “45er” does not appear in either of these books.
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As at least some German readers might already know, however, the 
theatre critic Joachim Kaiser coined the term in a completely different way 
in 1989. In a volume of essays edited by historian Martin Broszat, Kaiser 
associates the “45ers” with an entire age group, which was also his own: 
the so-called Hitler Youth generation. As representative members of the 
“45er generation,” Kaiser—who in 1945 had been a 16-year-old 
Hitlerjunge himself—singled out Günter Grass and Jürgen Habermas. 
Both men claim that the year 1945 was a watershed for them, even though 
neither became politically active until the 1950s.9

Although the “old” 45er concept certainly continued to appear from 
time to time,10 the “Kaiser 45ers” have since then completely supplanted 
the “Kogon 45ers.” As a rule, specialist research and newspapers alike fol-
lowed historian Dirk Moses, who adopted the terminology recommended 
by Kaiser at the end of the 1990s and at the same time stressed the 
significance of the followers and wartime children born between 1918 and 
1934 to the West-German liberalization processes.11

In France, however, many more people than in Germany could claim in 
1944−1945 that they represented a “counter-elite” that was opposed to 
those who had collaborated with the Nazis during the war. This might 
help explain why historians started to analyse the post-war careers of what 
Olivier Wieviorka calls the “génération de la Résistance. In 1989, Wieviorka 
asserted in a much-quoted article that the German occupation contrib-
uted for many French to a kind of political “new beginning” in illegality 
and thus to the genesis of a generation. Although the ‘generation of resis-
tance,’ unlike the front generation of the First World War, recruited from 
among all age groups, its “generational consciousness” was above all 
directed against that “parental generation” that had not been able to pro-
tect the nation in 1940. Considerably more important than age for gen-
erational formation, however, was the way the “debacle” of 1940 was 
interpreted and what specific actions followed from it: Whoever risked 
taking a step in the direction of illegal engagement distinguished himself 
in a fundamental way from the rest of the population. After the war, the 
resistance experience not only culminated in a “resistance discourse” of 
“national unity” that stood out from both Vichy as well as the Third 
Republic; a “resistance practice” was also established that was particularly 
opposed to classical party politics (unless one once belonged to the clan-
destine structures of the PCF or the SFIO).12 This aversion not only 
resulted in a pronounced engagement in nonpartisan organizations with 

  THE ORIGINAL 45ERS: A EUROPEAN “GENERATION OF RESISTANCE”? 



52 

the aim of affecting fundamental social transformation; it is also possible 
to notice a specific voting behaviour beyond the left−right axis that 
extended into the 1980s. Still, the former resistance fighters rarely vocifer-
ously presented themselves as the representatives of a “generation.” 
Instead, public discourse about the resistance and its political legacy was 
either influenced by the communists or the Gaullists.

Whereas in France the impact and the role of former resistance fighters 
in the political life of the 1940s and 1950s has been explored since the 
publication of Wieviorka’s article,13 German case studies so far have largely 
concentrated on the contribution of former emigrants or anti-fascists to 
memory politics and other forms of Vergangenheitsbewältigung. The 
author of this chapter recently made a first attempt to employ the original 
usage of the 45ers concept as an analytical tool to better understand the 
development of the German political scene, especially between 1945 and 
1980 but also in the 1980s and 1990s. As in France, even though public 
discourse is dominated by political parties open to both former fascists and 
anti-fascists, it is often possible to identify “45er discourses” between the 
lines and “45er practices” inside of the parties themselves or in the state 
institutions.14

In this chapter, the focus will not be on the political actions of the 
“Kogon 45ers” but rather on the question of their self-understanding as a 
“strategic group” in West German post-war politics and even as an integral 
part of a European “generation of anti-Nazis” that defined itself less in 
terms of the birth years of its members than according to the role that they 
played in the “European civil war” and in the democratic beginning after 
1944−1945. Emphasis will be placed on how the first “original” 45ers 
perceived and conceived themselves in hindsight as members of a distinct 
political group beyond considerations of ideology, age or even national 
origin. The chapter therefore does not treat any one “generation in itself” 
that still requires investigation but rather much more a “generation for 
itself” resulting from the communicative construction of generationality.15 
Viewed from this perspective, the 45ers can be interpreted as a “genera-
tional unit” that defined itself in political opposition to the members of 
the “generational unit” that had, in one way or another, supported Nazi 
politics in Germany or Europe.16

Because the conceptual history of the original terms “45ers” is still in 
its nascence, I will only concentrate on two books published in 1961 and 
1979. In both books, “Kogon 45ers” ruminate on the post-war years, on 
the political hopes connected with the liberation of Europe from Nazism 
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and on how many of them remained unfulfilled. First, I will discuss Die 
zornigen alten Männer. Gedanken über Deutschland seit 1945, a collection 
of essays published in 1979 by the former communist and Weltbühne jour-
nalist Axel Eggebrecht. Second, I will take a closer look at the work of one 
of the “old men”: Jean Améry. Améry is especially interesting because he 
not only writes as a Vienna-born Jew who was an incisive observer of 
Western Germany until his suicide in 1979. He was also an intellectual 
who remained in his Belgian exile after the war and aligned himself politi-
cally with the French model.

Ten West-German Perspectives on the Years 
After 1945

In his book, The Indignant Old Men, journalist Axel Eggebrecht collects 
the “thoughts about Germany since 1945” from Eugen Kogon, Wolfgang 
Abendroth, Wolf Graf von Baudissin, Ossip K. Flechtheim, Walter Fabian, 
Heinrich Böll, Fritz Sänger, Heinrich Albertz, Bernt Engelmann and Jean 
Améry.17 Although the 45er concept does not come up in any of the essays 
and interviews, the volume should nevertheless be understood as a kind of 
last gasp of the 45ers consistent with Kogon’s sense. The preface remarks 
that the “feeling of rebellious solidarity” among the contributors is not 
only attributable to the “shared experience” of Nazi resistance and the 
new beginning but also to the “ever new bitter experiences” up to the 
present. The book, in fact, appeared in a context because the 45ers in 
Kaiser’s sense had already provided the most avidly adopted “keywords for 
the intellectual situation of the times”, as the title of a 1979 edited vol-
ume—which is also frequently consulted by historians—by Jürgen 
Habermas put it. Yet on the liberal conservative side of the political spec-
trum, Flakhelfer (anti−aircraft warfare helpers)—such as Hermann Lübbe, 
who we now know had joined the NSDAP in 1944 as a teenager—also set 
the tone.18 What political objectives link The Indignant Old Men to the 
year 1945? Do they understand themselves as having been a “counter 
elite” to the “totalitarian elite” or even a “new generation of democratic 
politicians”? How do they assess their role in the development of West-
German democracy in the early post-war years and later?

Who were “the indignant old men”? Ossip K. Flechtheim, Wolfgang 
Abendroth and Eugene Kogon worked as political analysts after the war; 
Axel Eggebrecht, Walter Fabian, Fritz Sänger, Bernt Engelmann and Jean 
Améry were journalists. Wolf Graf Baudissin, who contributed an interview 
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to the volume, was imprisoned by the British as a high-ranking German 
officer and was among the few democratic reformers of the German mili-
tary after the war before being reassigned in 1961 from the Bonn Defence 
Ministry to the NATO headquarters in France. Heinrich Albertz was a 
politician in the SPD and occupied for a brief period the office of mayor 
of Berlin in 1966−1967 before falling out of favour with his own party. 
The only real famous individual was the writer Heinrich Böll, who had 
been awarded the Nobel Prize in 1972 and, like Baudissin, was only 
interviewed.

Eleven biographical sketches, the contents of which presumably came 
from the authors themselves, provided information about their lives in an 
appendix to the volume.19 Améry (born 1912) wrote as an emigrant, 
Auschwitz survivor and member of the Belgian resistance. Abendroth 
(born 1906) wrote as a representative of the radical-left resistance group 
Neu Beginnen (New Beginning) but also as a Gestapo prisoner and vet-
eran of the notorious penal division 999, where he had fought for 2 years 
before joining the partisans in Greece shortly before the country’s libera-
tion. Kogon (born 1903) wrote as a survivor of the Buchenwald concen-
tration camp, where—after several imprisonments by the Gestapo in the 
preceding years—he was interned between 1939 and 1945. The fact that 
he was affiliated with the anti-democratic right as a young man is not men-
tioned in his sketch, just as he appears to have spoken very little in general 
about his early political activity. Flechtheim (born 1909), who came from 
a Jewish family, was also a member of the Neu Beginnen; after imprisonment, 
he went into exile in the United States where he worked on Franz 
Neumann’s Behemoth before returning as a lieutenant colonel with the 
American army. Fabian (born 1902) took flight from the Nazis as a social-
ist to France and to Switzerland, returning to Germany from the latter 
country not until 1957. He was the only one of the contributors who 
emphasized the fact that while he experienced “relief” in 1945, he was also 
filled with “profound scepticism from the first hour.”.20 Sänger’s (born 
1901) contribution was from the perspective of a social-democrat journal-
ist who had been under a professional ban for several years during the 
Third Reich before finding employment as a correspondent in Berlin, 
among other places, at the Neues Wiener Tagblatt and being hired by the 
resistance to head the national wire service in the period immediately after 
Hitler’s defeat. Albertz (born 1915) had been detained numerous times as 
a member of the Confessing Church. Finally, Engelmann (born 1921) 
wrote as a survivor of the concentration camps Dachau and Flossenbürg 
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where he had been detained because of his resistance activities in 1942 and 
1944. Before this, during the time between his Abitur in 1938 and when 
he was injured in 1942, he had been a member of the German army.

At 58, Engelmann—who is now known to have been an ardent unof-
ficial Stasi collaborator21 in the 1980s—was the youngest contributor. 
Although given his birth year of 1921 he could have been counted among 
the “Kaiser 45ers”; his anti-fascist engagement and his detention in a con-
centration camp as a young man clearly distinguished him from most of 
his peers. At first glance, the contributors only appear to have their age in 
common. Far more relevant, however, was their indignation about the fact 
that West Germany so little resembled the Germany toward which they 
had worked after the end of the war. In addition,, there was the bitter 
disappointment over politicians such as Konrad Adenauer. Against the 
background of the Cold War and the renazification of personnel, the latter 
supposedly stripped the CDU (the founding of which still involved 
Kogon) of its early reform program—not only with respect to the perma-
nent disarmament and denazification of the country but also with regard 
to the democratization of political processes and the nationalization of the 
economy.

This interpretation is supported by the interviews that were included in 
the volume from Baudissin (born 1907) and Böll (born 1917), who 
neither participated in any kind of resistance activity nor experienced per-
secution. In his interview, Böll even admitted that he at first naïvely left 
‘the democracy between 1945 and 1948−1949’ “in the hands of the 
Allies.”.22 The fact that Eggebrecht would have liked to add a contribu-
tion of the author and poet Luise Rinser, whose attitude toward National 
Socialism was likewise contradictory, can also be interpreted along these 
lines. In all three cases, the editor appears to not only find their potential 
exoneration with respect to the questionnaire significant but also, and per-
haps most importantly, their consistent advocacy before the republic’s 
founding of a relatively radical denazification and democratization in the 
spirit of the new-beginning framework.

Eggebrecht himself emphasized in a radio interview that the publisher 
was against Rinser because he wanted to stay true to the title on which the 
NDR radio program was based: They were “indignant old men,” not 
indignant “people” or “citizens.”23 In fact, the first 45ers included a num-
ber of women, many of whom were later pushed out again as “Yankee 
floozies” (Amischicksen).24 The White List also mentioned key female 
political figures such as Helene Wessel and Christine Teusch, and among 
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Hermann Behr’s “men who started for us” were also counted female 
Social Democrats such as Annemarie Renger and Louise Schröder.25 The 
political pressure to conform that weighed on these women was no doubt 
even greater than among the men.

Whereas Rinser and Böll were engaged in West Germany’s develop-
ment as journalists and writers, Baudissin’s democratic engagement, unlike 
many of his comrades, first consisted in coming to terms in 1945 with the 
end of his career and the opening up a small pottery workshop with his 
wife. In his interview, which is sober and does not seem very indignant 
compared to the other contributions, he relates how he first had to be 
convinced by German Chancellor Adenauer to build a “democratically 
appropriate” army together with a greatly incriminated military. 
Nonetheless, both political parties soon had to recognize that “with an 
overly forward-looking program” like the “citizens in uniform,” “no votes 
were to be won”. For this reason, Baudissin was reassigned 1961 to the 
staff of the Allied forces in Fontainebleau near Paris, and the reform was 
not finally implemented until the SPD appointed a defence minister in 
1969.26

Although Baudissin conveyed a certain satisfaction for the—albeit 
belated— application of his reform ideas, Kogon’s assessment of West 
Germany was by contrast less favourable. At the very beginning of his 
contribution, he expresses his firm conviction that there was a “real 
chance” in 1945 to achieve “a state formation in the West with an aspect 
of idealism”: “There was no food, clothing, accommodations, heating, 
not to mention schools or educational tools, yet those with ties to the 
Nazis were denied decision-making positions from the start and it was 
precisely for this reason that every possibility of new development could 
be weighed, discussed, planned, proposed and possibly enacted.” He 
notes that it was the hour of those Germans who risked, “in collaboration 
with the prudent individuals of the occupational authorities”, “reinforcing 
the undertaking, whose influence was supposed to extend far into the 
future, with an expansive ethics of humanity.”. At the time of the 1970s, 
however, the most feared developments ultimately did not come to pass, 
although it appeared to him as “almost an oddity” that the un-incriminated 
persons “politicians, professors, and journalists” of his era “felt that an all-
encompassing sensibility would follow after the shock of total defeat, giv-
ing rise to a productive fantasy for working on behalf of a new social 
reality.”. In the East, the Soviets and the communist remigrants allowed 
the new beginning to result in a dictatorship. In the West, there were still 
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the lingering “congenital defects” leading to an effective overturning of 
denazification. This often led to a situation where, even in 1979, the same 
“experts or their family members” continued to occupy positions “in the 
parties, the administration, the economy, organizations, schools and the 
army” who “took away the spontaneity and momentum of our social 
renewal” from the beginning.27

Just how this social renewal might have taken place is described not 
only by Kogon and Baudissin but also by the other “indignant men” partly 
autobiographically, partly analytically, although consistently without any 
specific evidence. Eggebrecht emphasizes, among other things, the numer-
ous misunderstandings that developed from the start between the 45ers 
and most of the population:

We were in fact convinced that our critical posture would be mirrored 
throughout the population; this was hardly the case, however. Finally speak-
ing openly and publicly about Nazism after such a long silence, we were 
thought to be vindictive and opportunistic backers of the occupational pow-
ers. But this is precisely what we were not – on the contrary, we opposed 
many of the measures of the military authorities, often successfully. And we 
never entertained thoughts of beheading all Nazis as if we were rabid 
Jacobins  – not even figuratively. No, today I’m quite sure that we were 
much too conciliatory.28

Flechtheim wrote that he and his peers had “not only hoped for a 
comprehensive democratization of all public life,” but they had also been 
prepared “to accept the economic, land and educational reforms under-
taken by the occupational powers and the anti-fascists.” The Cold War 
and the reincorporation of the NS functionaries were the reason why not 
only the conservatives, but soon also the Godesberg SPD, first oriented 
themselves over the years to addressing the needs and resentments of the 
incriminated persons and followers: “Not class warfare, but community!” 
was the cry.29 Sänger, who, after briefly working for the Americans, rose 
to become the head of the German press service in 1947, makes similar 
observations. When the German press service was transformed into the 
German press agency in the 1950s, Sänger supposedly resigned his post 
because of pressure from the CDU. He was thus a victim of one of the 
many displacement processes in journalism, which, according to Sänger, 
led to a situation where “the editing boards of all press organizations” 
were forced to work with new hires who “effectively lacked any personal 
history.”30
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Engelmann describes how “the ruling Christians” in Bavaria consis-
tently made life difficult for him “in a democratic and social manner” as 
one of the few journalists interested in uncovering earlier political scan-
dals. The Bundesprüfstelle für jugendgefährdende Schriften (Federal inspec-
tion authority for writings posing a risk to young people), founded in 
1949 to protect underage citizens from “glorifications of war” and “racial 
hatred,” had been directed over the years by a member of the “old guard.” 
This particular official, for instance, did not have the Protokolle der Weisen 
von Zion or the Landser booklets removed from the store shelves but 
instead supposedly pornographic works from authors such as Günter 
Grass. Even “horrifying documentary films” about the concentration 
camps and other reports about the Third Reich, which “might undermine 
children’s trust in the state,” were limited to viewers 18 years and older.31

Abendroth partially blames personnel developments like these for the 
radical, often politically naïve, voluntarism of the West-German 68ers. 
Naturally, these West Germans “lacked any shared conceptions” and were 
“largely adolescent in many of their actions.”. For indeed, “Where could 
the students have even obtained their own clear social and social-historical 
notions? Where were they supposed to have found their models for their 
actions?” Given that “most professors refused rational discussion and most 
of the authorities did not behave any better,” the students “demanded 
from the few ‘left’ professors among us that we provide them with plans – 
which we after all must have known about – for a social, political and sci-
entific revolution, here and now.” When they were told that “no such 
plans existed, the students first ‘occupied’ our institutes of all places, 
because, in their eyes, we had failed.” Even though these developments 
“not only greatly troubled him psychologically, but also physically,” the 
protests in his view gave “all of the ‘old folks’” new hope after years of 
isolation and defamation.32 Albertz’s discussion goes in an entirely differ-
ent direction. He regrets that for himself and for other political leaders 
“the most important means of engaging with the students” remained for 
a long time “the police and the intelligence service,” even though, as he 
now recognized, it was not possible to rely on their situational 
assessments.33

The word “generation” does not appear in any of the contributions. 
This might be due to the fact that the Kogon 45ers actually considered 
themselves to be a morally and politically superior “counter elite” and 
were still cognizant that they represented a tiny minority compared with 
the “totalitarian elite.” Or to use Mannheim’s words: In the German case, 
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the “generational unit” that had supported or accepted Nazism after 1933 
and therefore experienced 1945 as a defeat, not a liberation, was so vast 
that speaking of “generations” only made sense for members of this major-
ity. This might not only explain the political and analytical success of the 
Hitler Youth generationality but also that of the First World War youth 
generationality. The members of this latter generation were born around 
1900 and largely contributed to the success of the Nazi party in the 1930s 
and 1940s. What’s more, after having recovered from the humiliation of 
the denazification, they were also instrumental to the West German “suc-
cess story” of the 1950s and 1960s. During this last period, the former 
anti-Nazis had to choose: They either buried their 45er project of radical 
renewal and adapted it to the needs of the majority (Kogon speaks of 
becoming “uninspired, bossy old hands of democracy”34), or they 
remained true to it and suffered political and intellectual marginalization – 
at least until some were “discovered” as role models by the so-called 
68ers.35

Jean Améry: A Transnational Look Backward

Did the 45ers in Kogon’s sense also exist in a comparable form in other 
countries that were involved in the Second World War? Jean Amérys con-
tribution to Axel Eggebrecht’s volume supports this thesis. “Whoever had 
fought against Hitler,” Améry writes at the beginning of his article, “was 
our friend; whoever had been on the side of the monster was our enemy. 
That’s how simple everything seemed to us. Americans, Englishmen, 
Frenchmen, Russians, liberals, militant Catholics and Protestants, social-
ists, communists: They were all equally welcome as our comrades.”36 In 
contrast, Améry added a “parenthesis” to the text, explaining: “What I 
have to present here is based on the fact that I, together with others like 
me, did not experience the days of liberation in war-ruined Germany but 
in Western Europe, where the fight against Nazism was always national at 
the same time.” Furthermore, contrary to many, German people in 
Western Europe “had a roof over our heads” and “something to eat.” 
Because of this, “when I conjure up the memory of 1945 I am distinguish-
ing myself radically from most of the contributors to this volume.”37

Améry expressed despair over his contribution, evocatively, entitled 
“Spoken into the Wind,” not only with regard to the Federal Republic but 
also in reference to the West-German leftists with whom he felt a kinship 
since beginning to participate in national debates in the 1960s—about the 
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way to cope with the NS past as well as in regard to many other political 
issues. Améry blamed himself and his peers for making three mistakes. 
First, those who experienced fascism first-hand as victims or resistance 
fighters failed to enlighten young people about ordinary fascism: “We 
didn’t talk about everyday life under the Nazis. Instead, we shrilly screamed 
‘Danger! Fascism!’ when an ill-bred minister of economics [i.e. Ludwig 
Erhard] called the leftist intellectuals ‘pinschers.’ The young people 
screamed along with us. It is not their fault that they lost sight of all pro-
portions.” Second, those who stood in 1945 for the new beginning 
wrongly assessed the needs of the population: “Despite all the evidence, 
we convinced ourselves that the nation was unhappy about the restorative 
trend” in the Cold War, even though in West Germany it “not only inte-
grated and partly even rehabilitated the old Nazis and reactionaries of 
every variety” but also “consumable prosperity.” Third, many 45ers did 
not distance themselves fast and clear enough from their ancient soviet 
ally: “The Nazis in Germany and the collaborationists in France, Belgium, 
and Holland” never could have “regained a strong position if we, for our 
part, had not been compromised on the one hand by a ‘socialism’” in the 
East “to which we understandably but rather unwisely remained loyal.”38

Améry nevertheless appealed to the reader to show understanding for 
the political missteps that he, and many of his fellow former members of 
the anti-Hitler coalition, took: “We were, I hope, not stupid. But we were 
miserably informed and besides that, my skull ached. Also, we were not 
free of a victory euphoria that no doubt appears comical today. Perhaps we 
had done nothing more than distribute flyers that were as foolishly con-
ceived as they were ineffective. But this, so we believed, gave us the right 
to march in rank and file with the defenders of Stalingrad and the British 
and American soldiers who had landed in Normandy.” And while many in 
the West already feared that in Hitler one had probably “slaughtered the 
wrong pig,” Améry and his peers “were still living within the mentality of 
the Resistance” and “stopped our ears” when

someone told us of the bitter fights that had been fought, still during the 
war, between the right and left wings of the resistance movements […]. We 
lived in the illusion of a ‘Popular Front’ that embraced all of the democratic 
forces, from a bourgeois but upright Babbitt [the protagonist of a novel of 
the same name by American author Sinclair Lewis, D.R.] to an Ivan 
Ivanovitch [the protagonist of a novel of the same name by Soviet author 
Antonina Koptjajewa, D.R.] who was zealously attending the ideology 
courses of the Communist Party.39
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Although the project of a radical new beginning was a tremendous 
failure from his standpoint, Améry obviously continued to hold onto his 
view from that time that the members of the anti-Hitler coalition were 
bound together by more than just their opposition to the Third Reich:

The resistance, so it seems to me, was borne by the elan vital of a leftist view 
of politics, even when it was nationally tinged. I have in mind not only 
French Gaullism but also – and this may stir violent objections – the conser-
vative German resistance against Hitler, which reached its climax on July 20, 
1944. […] Today, more than three decades later and now in full knowledge 
of the concrete situation, without any illusions, I still persist in believing that 
their deepest motives, which they certainly would not have wanted to 
declare and were also hardly aware of, fit the world view of the Left; but only 
on condition that we are prepared to revise the concept and by the term 
‘Left’ no longer mean an attitude towards the problem of economic hege-
mony but essentially a radical humanism.40

Whether Améry already thought this way in 1945 cannot be explored 
within the scope of this article. Nonetheless, a similar interpretation can 
already be found in his essay, “Birth of the Present,” which concerns the 
“Forms and formations of Western civilization since the end of the war” in 
1961.41 Although cultural production was one of his central concerns, 
Améry also indirectly examines political developments in the chapters on 
Germany, France, Great Britain and the United States.

Already in the introductory chapter, “1945  – looking for Europe” 
(“1945 – Auf der Suche nach Europa”), Améry is only able to come up 
with “a few honourable but provisional attempts” in post-war Germany 
“to reconnect to a world from which the country was cut off 12 years 
earlier, [and] a few names like Eugen Kogon, Rudolf Pechel, Walter 
Dirks.” For un-incriminated Germans like the three named here, it was 
“extremely difficult” “to catch up to the rest of Europe and become 
acquainted with names like Emmanuel Mounier, Stephen Spender, Julian 
Huxley, Jean Rostand.” By and large, there had simply been “no internal 
fundament” in Germany “upon which to build a cultural superstruc-
ture”—at a time when not only Améry himself, but also renowned émi-
grés such as Thomas Mann, “did not even fleetingly entertain the idea of 
returning.” France, by contrast, was in Améry’s eyes “a country where, 
not for the first time, decisions about Europe were being made; the only 
country that met the post-war period head on with a solemn exertion of 
spiritual energy.”42
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Améry even directly attributes the success of John Paul Sartre’s existen-
tialism to the resistance. Through “their mere existence” “all citizens have 
as much potential to be heroic as they do to be potentially security-
obsessed bourgeoisie or potential traitors,” which “offered the French 
individual for the first time since Verdun a grand opportunity for self-
realization.”. While in France, “a person was confronted with a choice as 
a result of the resistance movement” to define “what was good for him 
and what was evil”; for members of other nations there was an option to 
retreat behind their “soldierly duty to conceal and, when necessary, to say: 
I did not want this.” Only against this backdrop is it possible to under-
stand why “Sartre’s philosophy had its stirring effect on a generation that 
had to spend its formative years in the world of resistance, attentism and 
collaboration.”43

The “national significance of resistance,” he writes, was for this reason 
not militaristic but “political and, even more so, psychological.” The resis-
tance made it possible for France to present itself in 1945 as a “victor 
nation.” And “it produced a thoroughly authentic popular front, for even 
if the diverse conservative, liberal, socialist, communist resistance circles 
occasionally feuded with each other in illegality, they were nevertheless a 
united front in their opposition to their adversary. A communist worker 
who fled his deportation train on route could always expect to find a place 
to hide with a liberal barrister or a pensioned Gaullist officer.” Indeed, 
even the “actual historical role” of Charles de Gaulle was “leftist,” even 
though politically he must be counted as a “figure of the right,” “perhaps 
even the extreme right,” but at a minimum “conservative-Catholic, 
authoritarian, tradition-bound and militaristic.”44

Still, an “optical illusion” was at play in the ostensible “leftist trend of 
the resistance” because this trend “was only concerned with the collective 
fight, and not with a vision of the future. Its contradictions must have 
been obvious as soon as an attempt was made to preserve it within the 
peaceful reality of the Fourth Republic.” On one hand, this was due to 
structural continuities and continuities in personnel in state and society; 
on the other, it was related to the population’s distaste for revolution:

While the elite on the left dreamed with great clairvoyance of the complete 
restructuring of the country and discussed this restructuring with such 
unprecedented intensity that one could say that it was truly a delight to be 
alive, the old guard reconstituted itself in the economic and political classes, 
in industry, in the army and in administration. And while those at the spiri-
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tual apex operated with partly mythical, partly abstract concepts of a people 
moved to revolution, the mass of the actual population was moved to 
achieve what it wanted everywhere and always: to live and work in relative 
harmony – amicably and in peace.45

Contrary to Western Germany, France was nurtured “spiritually from 
the myth of resistance” immediately after the end of the war. Politically, 
however, not only were the communists such as Aragon and Gaullists such 
as André Malraux marginalized during the Cold War, but so was the tiny 
resistance party that Sartre had founded with Buchenwald survivor David 
Rousset in 1948. Afterward, Sartre became known as the “compagnon de 
route” of the Communists, whereas Rousset—along with Malraux and his 
friend Eugen Kogon—participated in the anti-Communist and CIA-
financed “Congress for Cultural Freedom.” From Améry’s perspective, 
“the most interesting novels, most beautiful films, the most intelligent 
essays” actually came out of France during the Cold War, but as “a creative 
nation of sustaining ideas of the West,” the country passed on its respon-
sibility to the United States.46

And what about West Germany? Although in France the former resis-
tance fighters undoubtedly continued to set the tone intellectually as 
Gaullists, compagnons de route or communists, the “tiny minority” in West 
Germany in 1945 that “would have been capable and called on to meet 
the difficult challenge of a German revolution at least post festum” fell into 
“a state of dull resignation and impotent frustration”: “Since the struggle 
against the pervasive residue of Nazism within the body politic was deter-
mined to be superfluous, untimely and harmful because it distracted from 
anti-communist crusade, and, moreover, since at least one of Hitler’s 
actions, the war in Russia, was being silently justified, they knew not to 
exert their influence, felt distraught and as if they had been cheated of 
their victory.” If they were not members of the Communist Party, “who 
found a sorry substitute for political gratification in the mere fact of the 
Soviet expansion” and the GDR, they “grudgingly retreated.” As far as 
the majority of the population was concerned, if they did not conform to 
the predominant discourse, they were soon considered “suspicious indi-
viduals, extravagant intellectuals, loose cannons, troublemakers and knaves 
without a fatherland.” Only a handful of authors of the so-called “lost 
generation” surrounding Heinrich Böll and Hans Werner Richter would 
have been able to have some kind of impact on the “new beginning”—
without, however, “participating in a contemporary historical process” 
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with their audience as the “resistance literature” in France, despite its 
political defeat, had succeeded in doing: “Because there were no (or too 
few, too limited) records that concerned forming a concept of the German 
future during Nazi rule, the writers were not able to supplement the ‘No’ 
to the Hitler regime with a ‘Yes’ to a political vision of a German future.”47

It is thus hardly surprising that Améry was not even able to come up 
with a handful of West Germans when putting together in 1955 a vol-
ume of 60 people entitled Portraits of Famous Contemporaries. 
Nevertheless, for the chapter “Engaged, Enraged,” which was the only 
one dedicated to political issues, he expressly selected those personalities 
that could be deemed 45ers. The range of portraits extended from Ilja 
Ehrenburg and Jean-Paul Sartre to Arthur Koestler and André Malraux 
and Lord Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, the conservative founder of the 
pan-Europe movement. Just as he was 6 years later in the Birth of the 
Present, Améry is interested in continuities and discontinuities between 
the political actions of his protagonists before and during the Second 
World War. Coudenhove-Kalergi, for instance, wrongly hoped that after 
1945 that he would be able to successfully follow up on his failed 
European project of the interwar period. When the Cold War intensified 
in the 1950s, the “triumph of 1949” (the founding of the Council of 
Europe) proved to be “premature.”48

Do Améry’s observations bear out the fact that, at least in the self-
perception of its members, there was something resembling a European 
“generation of resistance” that was finally only articulated in decidedly 
different ways between the various countries? When looking at the inter-
pretations presented by Améry in 1955, 1961 and 1979, it is indeed pos-
sible to discover several parallels to Wieviorka’s 1989 analysis. Certainly, 
Améry stresses that his position as an emigré is “radically different” from 
that of the West-German contributors. However, he insists thereafter on 
using the transnationally understood “we.” This “we” appears to signal 
identification with the military objectives and the political agenda of the 
anti-Hitler coalition. Améry also refers to the tension between the domi-
nant discourse and the experience of the minority that Wieviorka identi-
fied when analysing the “génération de la Résistance.” Finally, the conflict 
between political demands and real disappointments—which represents 
the essence of all the contributions to The Indignant Old Men—was 
treated by Wieviorka in a volume of interviews from 1995 with the descrip-
tive title Embarking on a Career. From the Resistance to the Conduct of 
Power.49
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The Original 45ers as a Transnational Generational 
Unit

The similarities between Améry and Wieviorka notwithstanding, the exiled 
intellectual presents a more differentiated use of the term “generation.” 
Looking back in 1961, Améry identifies a “generation which had to spend 
its decisive years in the world of resistance, attentism and collaboration.”50 
Thus, he recalls that the Second World War (and the attendant “European 
civil war”) not only gave birth politically to a “generation of resistance” 
but also to at least two other opposed “generational units” whose members 
reacted in a very different and even antagonistic way to the same series of 
events. Whereas one generational unit was active in support of the axis 
powers, the other tried to remain neutral. As Karl Mannheim writes: 
“Within any generation there can exist a number of differentiated, antago-
nistic generational units. Together they constitute an ‘actual’ generation 
precisely because they are oriented towards each other, even though only 
in the sense of fighting one another.”51

In Western Germany, the direct “antagonists” of the 45er minority 
were a mass of Nazi offenders and followers who returned to their previ-
ous positions (or something similar) during the 1950s due to the Cold 
War and the founding of a communist Germany that professed to repre-
sent the “anti-fascist” experience as a whole. Of course, the Federal 
Republic was also full of people who were opposed to National Socialism. 
However, in contrast to the party dictatorship that developed in the East, 
where communist 45ers remained in positions of power until the 1980s as 
members of a “generation of distrustful patriarchs,”52 their communist 
and non-communist Western counterparts were obliged to either merge 
their political projects with those of the other generational units or risk 
marginalization. In the case of leading politicians such as Konrad Adenauer, 
but also Willy Brandt, the 45ers completely distanced themselves from 
their own generational unit, and—to win over the majority of the popula-
tion to democracy—they ultimately oriented themselves toward the inter-
ests of their former rival generational unit.

In France, the starting point was entirely different. Because the 45ers 
were much more numerous here than in Germany and could draw on the 
necessary authority, they were actually able to implement a broad range of 
ideas from the reform program of the Conseil National de la Résistance 
(CNR) in the years between the liberation and the breakup of the “popu-
lar front” in 1948 (such as the Sécurité Sociale). Whereas the “old” parties 
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gained the upper hand in the Fourth Republic and the Epuration was also 
largely rescinded, the former resistance fighters played a role nearly 
everywhere in the institutions, parties and organizations of the country—
not as “45ers” or even as “Résistants” but as Gaullists, Christian 
Democrats, communists and socialists.53

An exemplary case worth pointing to is that of Stéphane Hessel, whose 
biography can be interpreted, like Améry’s, as the one of a European 45er. 
Born in Berlin in 1917, Hessel became naturalized French citizen in 1939. 
After the occupation of France, he joined General Charles de Gaulle in 
London and entered the Resistance. After the war, he became an observer 
to the editing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. 
When the political projects connected with the declaration failed during 
the Cold War, Hessel went into diplomatic service as a Gaullist. He only 
again acknowledged his lifelong association with the CNR program after 
entering retirement, his convictions “not having fundamentally changed” 
since the 1940s.54 At the same time, he emphasized how important the 
experience had always been to him in the resistance and in the Buchenwald 
concentration camp, where Kogon, with whom he enjoyed a lifelong 
friendship, had saved his life. In any case, this is how Hessel represents it 
in his autobiographical writings.55 Resource-rich biographies of this and 
other European “Kogon 45ers” still remain to be written. The historiciza-
tion of the 45er phenomenon as a whole might then represent a second 
significant analytical step.
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CHAPTER 4

Continuity in Rupture: The Italian 
and German Constitutional Culture After 

1945

Maurizio Cau

Definition of the Field of Research

History, as Walter Benjamin pointed out in a preparatory note of the the-
sis, Über den Begriff der Geschichte (On History), is marked by moments in 
which “tradition is broken showing the roughness and spikes that offer a 
foothold to those who want to proceed.”1 In the history of European poli-
tics, the period after the Second World War represented a similar moment 
of break up, in which the birth of new institutional experiences led to the 
decline of established constitutional and political traditions.

Vittorio Emanuele Orlando underlined this concept in a passage of the 
speech given in March 1946 in front of the Consulta Nazionale (“National 
Consultation”), which was entrusted to pave the way to a new institutional 
setup and which was fully aware of being on the threshold of a new age:

If we could cast our eyes over the walls of the spiritual prison where we are 
banished, then we would see a sight of boundless, frightening, historical 
greatness. The events ahead of us, whose approach explains the past terrible 
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thirty years of war and destruction, […] represent […] one of those turning 
points in the history of humanity which label the eras into which it is divided. 
By comparison, even the memory of the French Revolution of 1789 dimin-
ishes. This is a time when […] we switch from one era to another […]. 
These are the changeovers of ages, of historical eras. Now we are witnessing 
this great event: a new type of State that is being prepared. The Nation 
State, whose making took several centuries, is transforming in its very 
essence. […] It may still take centuries of struggling, fighting and suffering, 
but it is the age that is changing.2

Naturally, the collapse of totalitarian regimes started a complex process 
of reconstruction that was to involve the constitutional structures and 
political cultures of Italy and Germany right to the foundations. For the 
branch of learning concerning the Constitution in both countries, the 
change in the political and regulatory setup of the late 1940s constituted 
a breach of considerable significance, which put the whole experience of 
concepts and themes, built up over the previous decades in juridical doc-
trine, under considerable pressure. From this point of view, the science of 
constitutional law is a vantage point not only to understand the evolution 
of thought on the State gained over the years of reconstruction but also to 
check how the culture of the post-war period can compare, by distancing 
itself or recovering some of its roots, with the previous constitutional era.

This view can provide starting points of considerable interest about the 
role the experiences of the past had in the organization of mid-twentieth 
century democratic systems and on the generational shift that took place 
from the mid-1940s onward between rupture and continuity. Regarding 
the generational aspect, not only the registry data are important. As will 
be shown, in the reconstruction of the postwar constitutional culture the 
generations of young scholars who had studied during the antidemocratic 
regime had a central role, but what deserves more in-depth analysis are the 
reference paradigms of the new actors of political and legal sciences. In the 
Italian case, in particular, the dialogue took place directly with part of the 
legal culture developed during the years of Fascism.

In this chapter, the development of these processes will be followed 
from a comparative perspective. The two situations—the German and the 
Italian3—were different in many ways, and their comparison with the past 
and revival of democratic models happened along lines that did not always 
travel side by side. Likewise, these cases each have similar elements, and it 
is worth reflecting on such considerations here.
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In general terms, the transition from a dictatorial regime to a Republican 
system constituted a “new beginning”, but immediately after the war “the 
new and the old mingled” inevitably.4 The decisive action of distancing 
from the past, which both countries considered to be paramount for 
strengthening the new constitutional experiment, did not actually prevent 
the doctrinal knowledge developed in the previous era from continuing to 
show its influence.

Continuity in Rupture: Dragging the Cultural 
Models of the Past into the Post-War Era

In the so-called “age of reconstruction,” there is frequent osmosis, some-
times marked by conflict, between different historical periods. The vicis-
situdes of post-war Italian and German science of constitutional law 
confirm that the timing of how constitutional processes are defined do not 
always coincide with the timing of fruition concerning the juridical ques-
tion. Thus, from the point of view of the evolution of juridical culture, the 
post-war period is an age of multiple temporality, in which the processing 
of past historical experience is viscous and in which the timings of institu-
tional, cultural and social changes are often out of phase with each other. 
This irregular pulsating of historical time leads to some reflections on the 
classical theme of the historiographical survey, i.e. that of the relationship 
between continuity and rupture in the evolution of cultural models.

If it is true that “in all the transitions of history […] the boundaries 
between regimes are rendered malleable by the fact that slow-moving cur-
rents and fields of action and of thought overlap and interact with others 
in turbulence,”5 then the relationship between continuity and rupture that 
took shape during the post-war period cannot be conceived as a static con-
nection between separate phenomena but should rather be interpreted as 
the dialectical nexus that binds different layers of historical time. Continuity 
and change do not exclude each other; rather, it is in the change and inter-
weaving between “resistance” and “survival” that continuity shows.6 It is 
not surprising, therefore, that in German and Italian science of constitu-
tional law during the years of reconstruction, the new and the old mixed 
together showing quite noticeable signs of cultural continuity among the 
different constitutional eras.

Among the most common rhetorical figures used in public speaking to 
describe this moment of switching to a new era is the expression “anno 
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zero” (meaning “year zero” in English, which becomes “Stunde Null” in 
German). This expression intends to pinpoint a precise time of birth of a 
new political era, in which the forces of change are unleashed, thus allow-
ing the glimpse of an image of a future ready to unfold on a completely 
new basis. This popular metaphor therefore suggests the idea of a time 
reset and emblematically describes the rupture that specific events impose 
on the course of events. However, this image is ill suited within the con-
stitutional framework. Indeed, as has been pointed out recently, “institu-
tions and juridical systems are mainly based on their own petrified past. 
They pile up their historical background in stages, then they reject and 
change it thus gaining their own specific stability through the slowness of 
the intrinsic processes of reorganization.”7

The German Case

In the German case, the comparison between the juridical discipline and 
the new constitutional order was made through the recovery and the par-
tial update of the fund of concepts developed by the Staatslehre of the 
Weimar Republic in the past. This comparison confirms the existence of a 
distinctive time lag between the implementation of the new institutional 
framework and the definitive setting of new models of understanding of 
the entire body of laws. Immediately after the collapse of the Nazi (totali-
tarian) regime, the efforts to redefine the concept of State by reorganizing 
it into a new philosophic and political body8 did not have a significant 
impact on constitutional and juridical studies, which continued within the 
statist paradigms that had characterized much of the legal debate during 
the interwar period. In the post-war period, the main currents of Staatslehre 
were characterized thusly: “albeit in different ways and to different 
degrees, by the statist orientation, by the reaffirmation of the controversy 
over formalism and by the stubborn defence of the juridical body against 
any sociological contamination.”9

In Germany, the Neubeginn (New Beginning) involved neither the 
direct resumption of the democratic experience interrupted in 1933 nor a 
real re-establishment of state order. The choice between “Restauration” 
and “Neubeginn” was not a real alternative to the point that the launch of 
a democratic experience, which was not new at all, involved the retrieval of 
a significant part of the legal and professional heritage of the Weimar 
period, all of which took place under the aegis of the Allied forces in the 
name of preservation of the German State as a legal subject. Unlike what 
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happened in the aftermath of the First World War, the contribution of 
constitutional law science was limited; the Staatsrechtslehre, the most 
important discipline of the Staatswissenschaften, was—after all—in a state 
of instability and bewilderment. Many of the key figures of the Weimar 
Republic were at the end of their career (Hans Triepel, Gerhard Anschütz, 
Richard Thoma, Gustav Radbruch); others were no longer active in 
Germany (as in the case of Hans Kelsen, who remained in the U.S. after 
the emigration of the 1930s, or Hermann Heller, who died in exile); and 
those most compromised by Hitler’s regime were caught up in the process 
of denazification (the most affected were Carl Schmitt, Otto Koellreuter, 
Ernst Rudolf Huber and Reinhard Hoen). Others (such as Erich 
Kaufmann, Walter Jellinek, Hans Nawiasky and Gerhard Leibholz) chose 
instead to return from exile in order to contribute to the rebirth of the 
German State.10

The purge involving a large part of German society did not produce 
excessive shocks within the scientific community of public law representa-
tives. Except for the most obvious cases, German juridical science accepted 
the “strategy of silence” as shared by German society. Thus, it favoured 
the widespread reinstatement of jurists who were more or less directly 
implicated with the former regime. The soft approach, which (at the 
resumption of its activity) the Vereinigung der deutschen Staatsrechtslehrer 
(Association of German Constitutional Law Professors) reserved for the 
so-called Mitläufer (fellow travellers), shows—especially when compared 
with the harsh criticism reserved for the colleagues who had chosen to 
continue their activities in the GDR—the widespread desire of many jurists 
to leave behind a past impossible to conjure up again and which needed to 
be exorcised by opening wider channels of cooperation with the new dem-
ocratic State. In 1949, Richard Thoma, the 75-year-old President of the 
Vereinigung, as work was resumed after 18 years of inactivity, is quoted as 
saying, “the task of our association was and is to serve the constitutional 
life of a national community that aims toward unity, legality and freedom 
while providing, at the same time, the correct interpretation and harmoni-
ous improvement of the juridical framework of a State subject to the dem-
ocratic rule of law. When the State subject to the rule of law was suffocated 
and buried, our association did not comply, but ceased its activities. Now 
we can proudly begin again.”11

Despite their closeness to the past regime, many of the main constitu-
tional and juridical figures—formed in Germany in the 1930s (for example 
Theodor Maunz [1901–1993], Hans Peter Ipsen [1907–1998], Ulrich 
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Scheuner [1903–1981] or Ernst Forsthoff [1902–1974])—were soon 
reinstated within the scientific community to become a point of reference 
for the progress of German juridical science, progress that was, however, 
slow to come as is testified by the studies produced in the late 1940s. A 
more cautious approach to the new constitutional framework was gener-
ally preferred to the argumentative zeal of the Methodenstreit (method-
ological debate), thus indicating that, for most of the scholars of 
constitutional law science, the priority was a return to an active contribu-
tion to the revival of a State subject to the rule of law.

Not surprisingly, the most characteristic feature of the Staatslehre, dis-
closed straight after the war, was its own “theoretical abstinence”12 engen-
dered by the virtual stoppage imposed on the discussion of the 
constitutional issue by the Nazi ideology. Indeed, the development of the 
political debate in Nazi Germany around the concepts of Führer and Volk 
made the jurisdictional arguments, established previously during the 
Weimar Republic, useless including those more open to statist and conser-
vative trends. The years under the heel of the National Socialist Party were 
a period of deep crisis for the studies of constitutional law science; thus, 
the revival of the Staatsrechtslehre after the war had to remain disjointed 
from the previous experience. On the contrary, it was possible to establish 
a line of continuity directly with the Weimar period and with the 
Richtungsstreit (ideological dispute), the principles of which were laid 
down in the first decade of the twentieth century.13

The absence of theoretical reference models pushed German science to 
look back at the concepts defined at the time of the Weimar Republic. This 
reinterpretation of the past developed through a twofold approach. 
Whereas the constitutional model derived from the 1919 
Novemberrevolution continued to cast negative shadows over the new 
institutional path leading to the Federal Republic, the Staatsrechtslehre was 
more partial to the anti-formalist doctrines defined in the 1920s to fuel 
the rethinking of the concept of State, even in that markedly different 
context.14

For German constitutionalism, ready to retreat on the conceptual posi-
tions of the Weimar tradition, the 1950s did not represent a period of 
great creativity from the theoretical point of view.15 In post-war Germany, 
the constitutional and juridical debate became polarized around two 
schools of thought, composed by younger scholars but both an expression 
of the cultural issues that had emerged in the period of the Weimar 
Republic. The first, strongly linked to statist positions, was represented by 
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experts who had grown up around Carl Schmitt; the second, bound to a 
mainly pluralist vision of the constitutional dynamic, was supported by the 
group of scholars trained in Rudolf Smend’s seminars on constitutional 
theory.16 The debate, during the German postwar period, was among dif-
ferent cultural options more than among opposite generational blocks.

The group representing Schmitt’s school of thought—which included 
Ernst Forsthoff, Werner Weber (1906–1975), Hans Schneider 
(1912–2010) and, at a later date, also admitted Ernst-Wolfgang 
Böckenförde (1930-), Roman Schnur (1927–1996) and Helmut 
Quaritsch (1930–2011)—was strongly orientated toward accepting Carl 
Schmitt’s decision-making paradigm that was used to openly criticize 
the initial results of the new constitutional season: from the definition of 
fundamental rights such as Wertordnung (set of values) up to the build-
ing of the juridical system. On the contrary, Smend’s school of thought—
represented by Konrad Hesse (1919–2005), Horst Ehmke (1927–2017), 
Peter von Oertzen (1924–2008), Ulrich Scheuner (1903–1981) and 
Wilhelm Hennis (1923–2012)—reintroduced the pluralist model of 
Integrationslehre proposed by Smend himself in the 1920s. Despite fol-
lowing the ideal path originating from the constitutional experiences of 
the Weimar years, the democratic perspective and that concerning the 
Atlantic Pact, within which Smend’s group carried out its research, 
involved going beyond and abandoning the conservative and the statist 
components of Smend’s thought that, in the 1950s, underwent a change 
of direction in a democratic perspective.17 The direction in the field of 
humanities developed and defined by Smend in his Berlin years exercised 
a considerable influence not only on the scientific debate in the German 
Federal Republic (for example, the developments of dogmatism on fun-
damental rights) but also on the activity of the Bundesverfassungsgericht 
(Federal Constitutional Court) itself, where frequent references to the 
Weimar theories of Smend and of Leibholz himself were present.18

Indeed, what was taken up from the constitutional interwar period 
constituted the anti-positivist direction, which, although of different con-
ceptual bases, united Schmitt’s and Smend’s theories in the 1920s.19 For 
Kelsen’s normativism there was no room: Positivism, particularly in the 
pan-legalistic form expressed by Kelsen, was accused of having favoured 
the unchallenged rise of the Nazi regime and was in fact dismissed from 
the conceptual horizon of the post-war Staatsrechtlehre. Indeed, it was not 
before the 1980s that a renewed interest was expressed in the formalist 
theories of the Austrian jurist. The other major figure from the Weimar 
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period, absent from the post-war scenario, was Hermann Heller, whose 
Staatslehre—published posthumously in 1934 and oriented toward the 
definition of a doctrine based on a State subject to the rule of law—reap-
peared in circulation only at the beginning of the 1960s. Despite the 
strong defence of the democratic Weimar paradigm, or perhaps precisely 
because of this, Heller’s line of thought, characterized by a unique meth-
odological syncretism and oriented toward a new foundation on the basis 
of a sociological doctrine of the state,20 enjoyed a belated rediscovery, 
which exerted an influence more in political than in constitutional sci-
ence.21 Cultural continuity between Weimar and Bonn shows how the 
deep break in political order that followed the end of Nazism did not 
imply a generational break in Germany. The fault in the postwar debate 
was not generational but doctrinal.

The Italian Case

The Italian context shows that much of legal science has remained 
anchored, to a great degree, to the legal tradition of the past when com-
pared with the flexibility shown by Political Science to adapt to the new 
constitutional framework. The scheduling of the theoretical models of 
juridical science did not follow the new historical period in a straight line 
but often clashed with it. Indeed, the doctrinal foundations that were to 
permit Italian juridical science, at least where it was shrewder to support 
the implementation of the constitutional design, were derived from the 
cultural season rooted in the debate of the late 1930s. Those scholars of 
the juridical doctrine, who at the beginning of the 1940s had proved to be 
ahead of their time (for example, Mortati, Giannini, Crisafulli, Miele and 
Lavagna), to a great extent paved the way for juridical thinking of the new 
time, engaging in an often heated confrontation with a significant number 
of other members who continued to think as if, in actual fact, a shift to a 
new constitutional time had never taken place.22

“Everything has been destroyed, how can we build it up again?” asked 
Orlando in 1946.23 To answer this question, Italian science of constitu-
tional law followed two different directions: The first was aimed at the 
resumption of the liberal paradigm of the State with legal status at the root 
of the tradition of constitutional law science in pre-Fascist times24; the 
second, on the contrary, followed the path of reviving the theories, pro-
duced in a sort of Italian Methodenstreit, which had animated the debate 
on the science of constitutional law in the late 1930s and early 1940s. A 
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few years before, some of these scholars had tried through lively debate to 
find an answer to the crisis of the State already documented many years 
before by Santi Romano. It was precisely this debate that prevented the 
post-conflict recovery from happening in the same ideological void that 
had characterized post-Nazi Germany.

In the Italian case, therefore, the abandonment of the Fascist ideologi-
cal and cultural apparatus did not involve the complete dismissal of scien-
tific experiences gained during the years of the dictatorship. The juridical 
views mostly involved with the fallen regime, such as that of Carlo 
Costamagna in defence of a “comprehensive” view of the relations between 
State and society or that of Sergio Panunzio—which was aimed at boost-
ing an idea of corporatism with a clear statist contour—were dropped 
without means of appeal. However, much of the most recent juridical 
debate was used to found the new course of studies but in a different insti-
tutional and cultural context.25

In Italy, the division into groups and schools of thought was less clearly 
defined than in Germany.26 From the perspective of the ability to adapt to 
the new institutional context, it is possible to identify two groups, neither 
one internally homogeneous either for holding the same political convic-
tions or for doctrinal orientations. On one side were the “Great Brooders 
of the Thirties,” as they were nicknamed by Grossi,27 such as Costantino 
Mortati (1891–1985), Vezio Crisafulli (1910–1986), Giovanni Miele 
(1907–2000), Carlo Esposito (1902–1964), Carlo Lavagna (1914–1984) 
and Massimo Severo Giannini (1915–2000); on the other were the sup-
porters of a constitutional science still anchored to a traditional layout of 
the juridical line of thought and of the sovereignty of the State with legal 
status represented by Vittorio Emanuele Orlando (1860–1952), Oreste 
Ranelletti (1868–1956), Emilio Crosa (1885–1962), Antonio Amorth 
(1908–1986) and Amedeo Giannini (1886–1960).28

As shown by the records data, the generational element was important. 
Apart from Amorth, the ones who defended the dogma of the legal sci-
ence of liberal age were the protagonists of that age. In the Italian postwar 
legal culture, the existence—using Mannheim’s words—of different “gen-
erational links” are in the meantime cause and effect of the acceleration of 
the historical and political dynamics. These generational blocks do not 
express identical and homogeneous positions but lie on mainly common 
values and generational perspectives. It is the confirmation of the idea 
according to which historical and social change, discontinuous in itself, 
has on individuals different effects depending on the moment in life in 
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which they find themselves.29 The legal scholars who had reached full sci-
entific maturity at the advent of Fascism, or the young scholars who had 
studied during the years of Fascism, define two generations that are differ-
ent not only for records data; they also evaluate differently the key events 
that between the end of the 1930s and the half of the 1940s subverted the 
political national and international order.30

Until the completion of the constitutional design, which happened in 
the early 1960s, the confrontation of these two diverse doctrinal and gen-
erational orientations—one pointing to the need for overcoming the theo-
retical residues of the Rechtsstaat by basing the Constitution on new 
theories, the other strongly linked to the dogmatic traditional doctrine 
hostile to the redefinition of the relationship between politics and law as 
suggested in the new Constitution31—was one of the main features of 
Italian juridical science.

From the more strictly theoretical−doctrinal point of view, the Italian 
scene of constitutional law developed instead substantially along two 
trends: on one hand was the normativist current, sensitive to the influence 
of Kelsenism and present in the original line of thought of Crisafulli and, 
more awkwardly, of Esposito; on the other was a trend more sensitive to 
the political and sociological dimension of constitutionalism that from 
Duguit and Hariou leads, through the institutionalism of Santi Romano, 
to the line of Mortati.32 In many ways, indeed, the Italian doctrinal back-
ground is very different from that of the German, where the formalism of 
the Kelsen framework was ostracized up to the end of the 1970s.

On the topic of dragging past cultural models into the new constitu-
tional framework, Mortati’s work is a kind of symbolic hinge linking three 
different historical periods. It has been written that this “marks the defeat 
of a certain doctrinal tradition, but also its reestablishment by a troubled 
process of transformation, which brings new juridical issues into the 
Republican Constituent Assembly.”33 Mortati’s “third way” positions 
itself in the “theoretical space between tradition and revolution”34 and 
originates from the late 1930s in the quest for a theoretical model capable 
of starting a discussion with a new historical form to be assumed by the 
modern State and gradually admitting politics into its juridical dimension. 
Within this framework, the concept of “prescriptive vocation of the 
Constitution,” which was to develop into Mortati’s doctrine in 1940, was 
retrieved. Mortati’s doctrine symbolized the way that was to be trodden 
by the traditional State toward becoming a constitutional State subject to 
the rule of law and the rebirth of the social sphere that, according to the 
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new constitutional order, was to influence the agendas of the science of 
constitutional law after the Second World War.35

Conceptualization of the party as a constitutional instrument of social 
differentiation and, consequently, the formulation of a theory of a State 
understood as a teleologically oriented political body are just two of 
Mortati’s nodal points that became part of the constitutional theory aimed 
at overcoming the hypostasized vision of the traditional liberal State and 
contributing to the definition of the “constitutional” version of the State 
subject to the rule of law.

The development of Mortati’s theories is perhaps the clearest confirma-
tion that, also in Italy, “the transition from one political regime to another 
did not take place despite the persisting of layers and elements of continu-
ity, but, at least partially, precisely because of this persistence”.36

The Process of Constitutional Implementation 
and the Point of View of Legal Science

To put the new constitutional structures into practice, it was necessary 
that the extremely programmatic character of the Constitutions of the 
post-war period, featuring a strong orientation to the future, should be 
followed by solid actions for their implementation. If on one hand the 
publication of constitutional texts ended a period of transition between 
different legal regimes, on another it ushered in a new one that was linked 
to how the new constitutional plans were turning out.

In both Italy and Germany the attitude of legal science toward the new 
constitutional structure presented a dichotomy, the result of a rather sharp 
division between strongly critical trends and openly favourable tendencies 
regarding the constituent process and its effective implementation. In the 
Federal Republic, where those belonging to the legal profession taking 
part in the constituent phase had been numerically low and programmati-
cally not very effective, disappointment was not slow to appear37 over a 
constitutional plan that on paper was of a “provisional” nature, as should 
be remembered.

The group of scholars who followed the decision-maker theories devel-
oped by Schmitt in the Weimar period were openly critical toward the new 
constitutional plan, which was considered an expression of an “excess of 
power” of the Parlamentarischer Rat (Parliamentary Council) and a lack 
of “strength of political organization.” Among the most vocal opponents 
of the Grundgesetz (Basic Law) was Werner Weber who, in terms not too 

  CONTINUITY IN RUPTURE: THE ITALIAN AND GERMAN CONSTITUTIONAL… 



82 

far from those used by Carl Schmitt, attacked the Bonn Charter during 
the inaugural lecture at the University of Göttingen. This charter was 
marked by a distinct lack of democratic legitimacy and undermined by the 
interference of the allied forces, which would have effectively prevented 
the full deployment of German sovereignty.38 In Weber’s analysis, the sys-
tem of parliamentary representation—restricted within party dynamics—
would confirm the weakness of a State that basically had no sovereignty, a 
result of the weakening of the powers of the executive and the deadly 
processes of “legalization of politics” and “politicization of justice” 
emblematically represented by the new system of constitutional justice. 
Weber’s arguments resumed in tone and content Schmitt’s traditional set 
of theories, thus updating the issues under discussion. The newly built 
Republic was then analysed through the conceptual grid of Weimar 
decision-making, which did not stop exercising its influence in the doctri-
nal context of the post-war period.

The views of Ernst Forsthoff were equally sharp. Forsthoff, in the name 
of the recovery of decision-making and institutionalist components of the 
Schmidt tradition, was critical toward the lack of sovereignty and authority 
that the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany seemed to 
reveal.39 Although Forsthoff considered himself “bound to the system 
made up of laws and regulations,” he made no secret, as he observed the 
historical evolution of the State subject to the rule of law first-hand, of his 
fondness of the “ideal type” of Rechtsstaat, which was threatened by the 
new-born German Republic with its programme of social rights ratified in 
the Grundgesetz. By the fact that the State, subject to the rule of law, gave 
a firm guarantee in the classical sense according to the tradition of Mohl, 
Stahl and Mayer, Schmitt’s pupil, Forsthoff, petitioned for the “institu-
tional supremacy” of the Rechtsstaat (“rule of law”) over the social State 
outlined in the basic law of the German Federal Republic. By projecting a 
conception of regulation typical of the past theoretical heritage onto the 
German Republic of the time, Forsthoff ultimately aimed at excluding all 
forms of normativism not only from the system of values ratified on a 
constitutional level but from the very idea of a social State subject to the 
rule of law.

The position of Hans Peter Ipsen was more conciliatory. By giving his 
total support to the new constitutional order, he gave up those elements 
of his own set of theories, which adhered to authoritarian ideology. 
Although Ipsen did not avoid discussing the more sensitive issues 
bequeathed by the Grundgesetz (from the democratic legitimacy of the 
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BRD to the problem of the normativism of basic rights up to the actual 
coordinates of the Social State Principle), he sided with the Grundgesetz, 
which was perceived as an instrument that could be improved but also able 
ultimately to guarantee the democratic development of the country.40

It can be seen by the comments of most of the German Staatsrechtslehrer 
that they accepted wholeheartedly the new political and constitutional 
order. Without giving way to over-enthusiasm and not failing to point out 
the problematic aspects of the path to implement the constitutional plan, 
a substantial number of the members of the Vereinigung der deutschen 
Staatsrechtslehrer (from Triepel to Leibholz, from Mangoldt to Nawiasky) 
began to sketch the first outlines of the allegiance to the new constitu-
tional order, which over the decades would become a fundamental value 
shared by many in the German legal world.41

In general, the art of commentary on the Constitution, which in the 
Weimar period had been an integral part of the Richtungsstreit, did not 
give rise to a particularly lively doctrinal comparison. The sessions of the 
Vereinigung der deutschen Staatsrechtslehrer themselves, when compared 
with those of the preceding age, took place in a more relaxed and scientifi-
cally less turbulent atmosphere.42 The ability of constitutional law science 
to guide constitutional life was by now showing the first signs of weakness, 
which would be confirmed after the start of the activities of the 
Bundesverfassungsgericht.

In Italy, too, the science of constitutional law, which had played a large, 
though not central, part in constitutional activity, did not fail to make its 
voice heard in those complex years of implementation of the constitu-
tional plan. In particular, it is well known that voices of criticism did not 
fail to rise up and attack the new constitutional structure and its delayed 
implementation.

The traditional doctrine, which had witnessed the construction of a 
constitutional model, which in many ways did not reflect the doctrine 
itself, gave a very lukewarm welcome to the Charter of ‘48. Through a 
recovery “of the aseptic legal method”, it substantially endorsed “bringing 
a default action against the Constitution itself.”.43 The “reconversion” to 
the new democratic order happened, therefore, in many cases, along the 
cultural lines expressed in the past, although it suitably updated to make 
them compatible with the new direction taken by politics and to guide 
possible future developments. As has been pointed out by historians when 
criticizing the weakness of the constitutional project, many lawyers 
believed “they had room for manoeuvre in order to be able to direct the 
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project towards results other than those which the country then actually 
experienced. Furthermore, they thought that they could do this, both by 
exerting pressure on the constituents through what they wrote […] and 
by means of the more effective weapon that they had in their possession, 
namely interpretation”.44

During the first term of legislation, “a tension between old and new 
involving the Constitution” was created.45 Among the elements subject to 
most criticism coming from traditional legal science, the concept of sover-
eignty certainly stands out. Everyone, from Orlando to Crosa, from Amedeo 
Giannini to Amorth, moved in defence of the supremacy of the State around 
which the Italian doctrine of the State subject to the rule of law had been 
built and which the sovereignty of the people, considered by some scholars 
to be an element alien to the Italian legal tradition, openly questioned.46 
The insufficient involvement of lawyers in the preparatory phase of the con-
stitutional text was, at least for many in Italian science of constitutional law, 
one of the causes of the inadequacy of the new constitutional structure, the 
ambitions of which hid obvious shortcomings in terms of normativeness of 
rights. This group of Italian scholars of the science of constitutional law did 
not merely condemn the shortcomings of the new-born Republican system; 
they tried to hinder its coming to life by trying “to put the still fluid situa-
tion of the reborn Italian democracy back on the tried and tested tracks of 
the model of the State subject to the rule of liberal law.”.47

Taking advantage of the phase in the first half of the 1950s during 
which the Constitution failed to be implemented, traditional legal doc-
trine attempted to restore the centrality of the State by harnessing the 
constitutional novelties ratified by the Charter according to the interpreta-
tion dear to the liberal school. In those years, the Supreme Court also 
followed a similar path. The jurisprudence of the Court, broadly in line 
with the interpretation of traditional doctrine, helped to delay the full 
application of constitutional principles as was shown by the well-known 
sentence of February 1948, which distinguished between perceptive and 
directive provisions.48

The jurists who were more open to the new theories introduced by the 
new-born institutional model took a stand against the interpretation 
which, in the midst of transition, aimed at removing legitimacy from the 
new theories on which the constitutional State was based. Thus, the prin-
ciple of the sovereignty of the people, the constitutional role of the parties 
and the recognition of the normativeness of constitutional rights were the 
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subject of specific attention on the part of constitutional law science, 
which was more open to the constitutional bases expressed by the Charter. 
This is also the case for Mortati, Crisafulli, Lavagna, Esposito and Barile 
who, despite their differing doctrinal positions, made great efforts toward 
the actual implementation of the constitutional principles and an under-
standing of the Charter to assure it a sound development.

The background of constitutional science in the early 1950s was there-
fore rather inhomogeneous. On one side the representatives of the tradi-
tional legal school were arrayed, and on the other were those people who, 
since the 1930s, had aimed at reforming Italian legal culture.49 Crisafulli 
remarked rather controversially during the 1950s: “With very few excep-
tions it did not seem that the latest doctrine had made a real effort to 
comply with the new principles set out by the Constitution on the rela-
tionship between State and society and, as a consequence, on the position 
and juridical importance of the people in the system in force at the time 
[…] Certain statements in the constitutional text seemed to be a real nui-
sance in a doctrinal routine.”50

An unusual position was taken by Piero Calamandrei after the 
Constitution came into force. He had contributed wholeheartedly to the 
preparatory work on the Charter; however, after its enactment he found 
himself criticizing first the short-sightedness of the Constitutional text, 
which was unable to look ahead and give rise to a real social revolution and 
then the laziness of a juridical and political culture weakened by “discon-
tinuance” and by conformity. Driven by the belief that the Constitution 
paved the way for the future situation much more than did the completion 
of a process of transformation, he waited feverishly for the constitutional 
transition to happen and for the juridical inheritance belonging to the 
previous rule of authority to be wound up. As we know, this only hap-
pened from the time when the Constitutional Court was established in 
1956. Calamandrei’s remark was this: “Only now that the Republic is 
about to start working can we begin to feel that it is not going to 
collapse”.51

Conclusion

At times of political and institutional upheaval, the function of juridical 
science can be considered twofold. On one hand, according to Calamandrei, 
it manages “to settle the ground and remove the debris of revolution”52; 
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in contrast, it is called upon to determine the structure of the new consti-
tutional buildings, maybe even recovering some of the old beams. In this 
organization and redefinition within the juridical field, the cultural and 
institutional experiences of the past inevitably exert a weighty influence.

The examination of some parts of Italian and German constitutional 
culture after the war has revealed how the new direction taken by post-war 
democratic constitutionalism has distanced itself considerably from the 
past. It is also clear that there has been a recovery and an updated re-
proposal of doctrinal stylistic methods and cultural models, which are the 
offspring of this constitutional past with which the “new beginning” 
intended to make a sharp break. Although they both stem from very dif-
ferent political conditions that evolved during the post-war period, Italy 
and the Federal Republic of Germany have traced similar growth curves in 
many respects, and their comparison allows the highlighting of several 
“constants” that help to understand the role that the re-working of past 
experiences has played in the building of post-war cultural and institu-
tional models.

The evolution of understanding in the area of post-war constitutional 
science shows how much the breakaway elements are actually interwoven 
with those that are more strictly continuative. The main theory groups, on 
which the science of constitutional law has been remodeled—both for 
Germany and for Italy—are in fact projections or extensions of cultural 
experiences that have arisen or come to maturity over the previous decades. 
In the case of Germany, in which there had not been a real generational 
break, there has been a considerable re-proposal of the interpretation of 
the Weimar debate, partly readapted to the new political context and with-
out some of the scientific options that had been discredited by the evolu-
tion of recent national history. In the case of Italy, however, the comparison 
has been between two different generational fronts, which are witness to 
the persistence (and the resistance) of the liberal kind of juridical tradition 
and the emergence of a doctrinal front varied in its methodology and 
offspring of the debate, which had livened up juridical science in the later 
years of the dictatorship.

In both situations, therefore, the building of new scientific prospects 
has occurred based on the re-thinking of past theories, which have main-
tained their value despite the passing of the institutional set-up in which 
they were born and have continued to exert their influence in the early 
years of the new constitutional orders.
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CHAPTER 5

Toward a New Political Science in Italy 
and West Germany After 1945: Democracy, 

Politics and Generational Change

Gabriele D’Ottavio

Introduction

Even before 1945  in Germany and Italy, there were solid traditions of 
political studies, the origins of which can be traced back to the late nine-
teenth century or even earlier.1 However, these traditions did not consider 
politics as a separate field of study but rather as a topic that had to be 
taught in other disciplines such as history, law or economics. This is also 
why the plural form, “political sciences”, was preferred to the singular. In 
both Germany and Italy, disciplinary legitimacy and full institutionaliza-
tion of Political Science, intended as a specialized social science, were not 
achieved before the late 1960s and early 1970s.2

The main aim of this study is to assess how and to what extent the 
establishment of a modern Political Science after 1945 in Italy and West 
Germany, respectively, should be considered as a break with the past. The 
analysis will look not only at the relationship between the homegrown 
traditions of political studies and the new Political Science that emerged in 

G. D’Ottavio (*) 
Department of Sociology & Social Research, University of Trento, Trento, Italy

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-77422-0_5&domain=pdf


94 

the 1950s and 1960s; it will also consider the role played by the challenge 
of building a lasting democratic political system in Italy and Germany after 
the experience of the Second World War. In fact, in both Italy and West 
Germany the establishment of Political Science as a distinct academic dis-
cipline seems to have been highly dependent on the course of political 
developments on the one hand, while, in contrast, it contributed to shap-
ing these developments. The relevance of the generational issue for under-
standing the history of West German and Italian political sciences after 
1945 will also be explored. In this regard, the analysis will illustrate how 
some of the leading figures of the first and second generations of political 
scientists envisaged the relationship between Political Science and democ-
racy: What should the scope of the new Political Science be about? To 
what values and to what political and cultural paradigms should it refer? 
What conceptions of democracy have they marshaled? In this context, the 
concept of “generation” will be linked to some specific political and intel-
lectual experiences shared by the members of the two national communi-
ties of political scientists. For the Italian case study, the analysis will point 
to the connection between the active role played by some scholars in the 
Resistenza and the adoption, after 1945, of a positivistic approach to the 
study of politics. As far as Germany is concerned, the focus will be on the 
very specific generation of the so-called “remigrants” (Remigranten): 
scholars who had made a name in the social sciences during their exile and 
returned home as spokespersons and interpreters of the American scheme 
to educate European toward liberal democracy.

By considering the common and distinctive features that marked the 
development and institutionalization of the discipline in West Germany 
and Italy, respectively, after 1945, the analysis will finally discuss the differ-
ent ways the supposed “Americanization” and/or “Westernization” took 
place in the field of political sciences. The main goal here is to point out 
the difference between “Americanization” and “Westernization” as a cul-
tural and intellectual process and “Americanization” and “Westernization” 
as a political goal. The analysis shows that it is difficult to downplay the 
American impact on the history of Political Science in Italy and Germany 
after the Second World War, above all if we consider both the impressive 
political and financial support given in the 1950s and 1960s. However, 
even if the assumption is correct that the American impact was central to 
the development and institutionalization of the new Political Science both 
in West Germany and Italy, it seems that the cultural transfer from the US 
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to Western Europe after 1945 was more generally filtered and mediated, if 
not even altered, by the contribution and interference of other factors and 
actors.

Three Snapshots of Three Forerunners: Gaetano 
Mosca, Karl Mannheim and Carl J. Friedrich

Let us start with three snapshots that, beyond the image conveyed by 
some leading political scientists, allow a more realistic and comprehensive 
picture of the complex relationship between the pre-existing traditional 
political studies and the development, after 1945, of the “new” Political 
Science in both Italy and Germany. One of the most common limitations 
encountered in history of this discipline is the highly self-referential nature 
of the existing literature, which often depicts the development of Political 
Science as triumphantly “switching from utopia to science, from the clever 
intuitions of 19th century authors to the methodological rigour of con-
temporary Political Science.”3 This consideration, as will be clarified later, 
is especially true in Italy, whose case has been studied less than that of 
Germany.

A long-term historical perspective should be favoured. Therefore, the 
first snapshot goes back to 1896 when Gaetano Mosca (1848–1941) pub-
lished his well-known essay Elementi di scienza politica.4 In the late 1930s, 
the last version of this work (1923) was translated into English and pub-
lished in the United States and in Great Britain under the title The Ruling 
Class.5 Many exponents of the discipline still consider the essay to be one 
of the founding texts of modern Political Science.6 However, Mosca’s 
attempts, although only hinted at, to solve some fundamental theoretical 
and methodological issues in order to establish Political Science as a sepa-
rate discipline had very little follow-up in the short to medium term.

The second snapshot focuses on Ideology and Utopia (1929) by Karl 
Mannheim (1893–1947) who was born in Hungary but became a natural-
ized German citizen.7 Particularly, in the third chapter—entitled The 
Prospects of Scientific Politics: The Relationship between Social Theory and 
Political Practice—he singles out, among the tasks of the sociology of 
knowledge (Wissenssoziologie), solving “a problem which has always gone 
unanswered: […] why we have not yet witnessed the development of a 
science of politics,” and he goes on to say that “in a world which is perme-
ated by a rationalistic ethos, as it is our own, this fact represents a striking 
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anomaly.”8 He also addresses the question “why is there no Science of 
Politics,” referring to the reason why Science of Politics did not exist as a 
subject that could be considered “scientific” by its standards and by its 
achievements, again putting forward his argument of the social condition-
ing of thought. In particular, Mannheim identifies, among “the great dif-
ficulties which confront scientific knowledge in this realm”, the extreme 
fluidity of politics and thus the great difficulty for observers to free them-
selves from having “a partisan view through his evaluations and interests” 
and, consequently, to rationalize the constraints of the “political and social 
currents” of his time on his “way of thinking”:

[…] Furthermore, and most important, is the fact that not only is the political 
theorist a participant in the conflict because of his values and interests, but the 
particular manner in which the problem presents itself to him, his most general 
mode of thought including even categories, are bound up with general political 
and social undercurrents.9

Evidently, the historical place that Mannheim was referring to was not 
the US, where Political Science, understood and applied as an empirical 
science, was already established within the field of social sciences,10 but the 
Weimar Republic of the late 1920s.11 In 1929, that world might have 
seemed to breathe a “rationalist ethos”, but – as Thomas Mann forecast in 
1918, German society proved to be blinded by irrationalism. The failure 
of the “Weimar laboratory” and Hitler’s rise to power made it all the 
harder for those avant-garde scholars, such as Mannheim, to give political 
science a rational basis. For racial and political reasons, many scholars were 
forced to decamp to the United States, or, as in Mannheim’s own case, the 
United Kingdom.12

Especially in the German case study, the evaluation of the relations 
between the homegrown traditions of political sciences and the new 
Political Science, which emerged after 1945, becomes even more complex 
if we consider the cultural ‘interactions’ between the old continent and 
the US. In this regard, the German political scientist Alfons Söllner has 
shown that many German scholars who were forced to emigrate during 
the Nazi regime not only managed to build ordinary careers as political or 
social scientists in American universities; they returned to Germany after 
the end of the Second World War and offered their help to the American 
authorities during the occupation period, thus contributing significantly 
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to the emergence of a German political science as a distinct academic dis-
cipline.13 Some of them—Otto Kirchheimer (1905–1865), Herbert 
Marcuse (1898–1979) and Franz Neumann (1900–1954)—were even 
recruited as analysts by the American Secret Service Office of Strategic 
Services.14 The case of the famous scholar, Carl J. Friedrich, is a particu-
larly interesting example.15 He studied under Alfred Weber at the 
University of Heidelberg, where he graduated in 1925 and received his 
doctorate in 1930. However, already in 1926 he worked as a lecturer in 
Government at Harvard University, and when Hitler came to power in 
1933 he decided not to quit the United States and become a naturalized 
citizen. He was then appointed Professor in Government at Harvard 
University in 1936. After the Second World War, he served as Constitutional 
and Government advisor to the Military Governor of Germany, General 
Lucius D. Clay. From this position, he played a key role in the work lead-
ing up to the drafting of the Basic Law and, more generally, in Germany’s 
denazification and democratization program of occupied Germany. On his 
return to the United States in 1948, he soon became one of the pre-
eminent spokespersons of the theory of Totalitarianism organizing a series 
of conferences and publications that raised the term to a key category in 
modern politics debates.16 He served then as president of the American 
Political Science Association in 1962 and of the International Political 
Science Association from 1967 to 1970. Friedrich’s experience certainly 
represents an extreme case but, as we will see later in this analysis, he was 
not the only German émigré who, on one hand, became accustomed to 
the practice of the American political science and, on the other hand, 
brought with him a different academic tradition and contributed to a 
more critical self-understanding of American political theory.

These three snapshots are a good representation of what, at first glance, 
may seem to be a contradiction. Although both Italy and Germany could 
boast strands of political studies, which had their origin in positivism and 
could not only interact with American Political Science but also influence 
it deeply, the claim of a Political Science, intended as an autonomous dis-
cipline, remained the prerogative of a very small number of scholars. This 
alleged contradiction finds a full explanation when considering the domi-
nant cultural paradigms for political studies, in the early 1900s in Germany 
and Italy, where these studies were strongly influenced by juridical theo-
ries of the state (Staatswissenschaften) and by anti-empirical approaches 
such as idealism and historicism.17 In the Italian case, the highly critical 
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judgment expressed by Benedetto Croce about these new trends is 
emblematic: “What kind of political empirical science could this be if, 
instead of being subordinate to historical knowledge and preserving the 
results [….] it could be imposed on history as a construction of abstrac-
tions, generalities, preconceptions and prejudices?”18

As Norberto Bobbio remarked, the main obstacle that hindered the 
first generation of political scientists in establishing a modern Political 
Science, intended as an “applied” science, in Italy was

that dominant, hegemonic trend, almost an official guideline that, as soon 
as it is slightly shaken by a contrasting tendency, takes over again and makes 
every other thought that does not conform appear heretical, false and for-
eign, characterized by a certain mannered spiritualism, sometimes specula-
tive, sometimes only rhetorical and anti-pedagogical, capable of 
excommunicating positivism, empiricism, materialism, utilitarianism, wher-
ever they appear, as vulgar, narrow-minded, mercenary and impure 
philosophies.19

The advent of Fascist regimes brought an ever increasing ideologisation 
into the cultural and academic world, especially in Germany where it 
resulted in what Peter Gay called “the largest transfer of intelligence, tal-
ents and knowledge that has ever happened”20 and implied a further step 
backward from the perspective of a “new rationalism” that, as hinted at by 
Mannheim, was one of the essential requisites for establishing a real “sci-
entific” approach to the study of society and politics.

In fact, it was only after 1945 that the problem of the relative back-
wardness of Political Science and, more generally, of social sciences all 
over the old continent, especially in the countries that lost the Second 
World War, acquired a completely new political, cultural and genera-
tional value that was able to encourage, rather than hinder, the search 
for a solution to this problem. With regard to this, it is sufficient to 
mention how the formation of the first national professional associa-
tions of Political Science, the establishment of the first chairs of Political 
Science, the birth of specialized journals and, finally, the emergence of 
a, albeit fluid, “professional ideology” that was largely sympathetic to 
the idea of ​​giving a more empirically oriented character to Political 
Science, were all phenomena that arose in West Germany and in Italy 
after 1945 and, in particular, in the period between the early 1950s and 
the first half of the 1970s.21
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Italy: A New Generation of Political Scientists

Some subsequent representations provided by some exponents of the disci-
pline propose two very different ways of looking at the development of a new 
Political Science after 1945  in Germany and Italy, respectively. More pre-
cisely, whereas in Germany there is a tendency to emphasize the essentially 
political nature of the causes, which brought about the establishment of 
Political Science in Italy after the end of the Second World War, as was noted 
in particular by Damiano Palano, “the history of Political Science has been 
conducted by focusing almost exclusively on the methodological aspect.”22 
It is worth reading and comparing two short passages in which two well-
known leading figures in the discipline—Hans Maier (for Germany) and 
Norberto Bobbio (for Italy)—each face the question of the revival of mod-
ern Political Science in Germany and Italy at the beginning of the 1960s. In 
particular, for Maier mainly political−pedagogical reasons prevailed at first:

The desire to immunize the public, especially the young generation of students, 
against the effects of totalitarianism and the will to make a contribution to the 
stabilization of democratic life through political education and thereby save the 
Federal Republic from the fate of the Weimar Republic.23

Bobbio’s analysis seems instead much more focused on methodological 
aspects:

The birth, or rather, the rebirth of this science can be dated to the first issue of 
the magazine “Il Politico” (1950), directed by Bruno Leoni, who also taught 
State Doctrine. In Pavia in 1950, for the inauguration of the academic year, 
Leoni gave his opening speech Political Science and political action, alleging 
that too many political problems had been removed from scientific analysis. 
[…]. In 1952, the magazine “Studi politici” appeared at the University of 
Florence. In the first issue, Giovanni Sartori published an article called Political 
Science and Retrospective Knowledge, which is already in itself a programme 
for the renewal of political studies. The following year in the same magazine, 
there was another article entitled Philosophy of Politics and Empirical Science 
of Politics, in which he argued that empirical science would have to make its 
way by freeing itself from the subjection to ideologies, on the one hand, and to 
political philosophy, on the other.24

This diversity of approach can also be seen, furthermore, in some fol-
lowing studies that were published in the 1980s. For example, according 
to Luigi Graziano:
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A historical reconstruction of the events that led to the “revival” of political 
studies in Italy from the 50s and 60s should be based on four groups of factors. 
The first factor has to be seen in the conscious effort of some distinguished schol-
ars, which aimed at saving this tradition of studies from the decline that it had 
fallen into, and at building Political Science as a subject in its own right, 
methodologically and substantially distinct from more established subjects such 
as Public Law, Historiography and Political Philosophy […].25

Whereas, as far as the German case is concerned, for Arno Mohr: 

Rarely has a scientific discipline been sponsored in such a persistent way as 
Political Science in West Germany after 1945. It has not detached spontane-
ously from other disciplines, but rather its birth is due to a political decision.26

Although both Graziano and Mohr actually resist the temptation to 
give monocausal explanations regarding the revival of Political Science, 
recognizing the presence of different factors,27 it is clear that in balancing 
out and weighing the various driving forces, the Italian scholar focuses 
primarily on the theoretical and methodological aspects, whereas the 
German openly states in the introduction to his book that his main pur-
pose is to show that in the Federal Republic the rediscovery of Political 
Science was fundamentally a political product (ein politisches Kind).28

This diversity of perspectives has a strong historical foundation that 
allows us to grasp the first important difference concerning both the mech-
anisms and the leading figures who triggered the process of re-establishment 
of Political Science in the two countries under discussion. In particular, the 
political constraints in Italy, especially those coming from outside the coun-
try, did not take such definite shape as in the Federal Republic. However, 
this is not to deny their existence. To understand the importance of political 
aspects in the process of re-establishment of Political Science in Italy, it is 
enough to refer briefly to the debate on the future of the faculties of Political 
Science that arose soon after the Second World War.29 This debate hinged 
mainly on the question of the measures to be taken against the people who, 
in one way or another, were involved with Fascism. A document of 
November 1945 of the Consulta nazionale was significant in this regard in 
that it showed a “scheme of legislation for the abolition of the faculties and 
degree courses of Political Science” put forward by then current Minister of 
Education Arangio Ruiz, which says: “Besides, it was clear that the faculties 
of Political Science were created by Fascism, not so much in the interests of 
science as in its own, which was obvious when the communis opinio rose up 
to demand their abolition after the collapse of Fascism.”30
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In fact, in the aftermath of the Second World War, not all faculties of 
Political Science in Italy fell into the same disrepute. In particular, com-
pared with the other five faculties of Political Science that had been estab-
lished during a period of 20 years (at the Universities of Milan “Cattolica”, 
Padua, Pavia, Perugia, Rome), the “Cesare Alfieri” of the University of 
Florence, besides being the only one that could boast of a glorious tradi-
tion in the field of political studies dating back to the end of the previous 
century, had also been relatively less affected by Fascism.31 It was exactly 
because it conformed less to the regime and this proved decisive with 
respect to the resolution of the academic Senate on 5 January 1945, 
endorsed by the Education Minister De Ruggiero, by which the reconsti-
tution of the faculty in Florence officially became the Cesare Alfieri Faculty 
of Political and Social Sciences. The decision not to abolish but to support 
the specification of Cesare Alfieri as a school of excellence through reform 
was the expression of a clear political will to break with the recent past 
rather than an attempt to pick up the threads of a tradition of political 
studies hitherto for a minority and which Fascism had helped to break up.

The portraits emerging from a first attempt to reconstruct the prosopo-
graphic profile of the main characters of the revival of Political Science in 
Italy are even more significant. Amongst these, the figures of Norberto 
Bobbio (1909–2004), Bruno Leoni (1913–1967), Giuseppe Maranini 
(1902–1969) and Giovanni Sartori (1924–2017) must be remembered. 
The first two both played active roles in the Resistenza. Norberto Bobbio 
joined militant antifascism in 1939 and took part in the founding of the 
Venetian division of the Action Party in October 1942 where he remained 
as a member until 1946.32 Bruno Leoni, in contrast, was called to arms in 
1944 and took part in the war of liberation and was even decorated with a 
cross for military valour, by decree of the Ministry of Defence, for the fol-
lowing reason: “As a volunteer for missions of combat in territory occu-
pied by the enemy, he carried out numerous and risky operations during 
intense, daring and bold activity, facing considerable dangers and respon-
sibility (period of service, 1944–April 1945).”33

The biography of Maranini presents more contradictory elements.34 
Strongly opposed in his academic career by an establishment that did not 
like his antiformalist attitude, Maranini managed to obtain a university 
chair in Constitutional History at the newly established Faculty of Political 
Science in Perugia only thanks to the personal intervention of Mussolini 
who appointed him per chiara fama (for his renown),in 1933, probably 
giving way to pressure from Maranini’s father who was an old friend of 
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Mussolini. As time passed, even Maranini turned away from Fascism. He 
was concerned by the racial laws that threatened to deprive him of his post 
(his mother was Jewish), and he became increasingly sceptical about the 
“restorative” bent of the regime. Already at the outbreak of the war, 
Maranini began to move back closer to the socialist inspiration of his 
youth. In all three cases mentioned, the approach to Political Science came 
relatively late, when they were already well-established scholars in aca-
demic circles, in particular, Bobbio and Leoni in the field of Philosophy of 
Law and Maranini as a historian of Constitutional Law. In contrast it is 
obvious that their approach to Political Science cannot be understood 
only from their common interest in the theory of science and positivistic 
methodology applied to the study of law, in the first place, and politics, in 
the second place. Although they all started from very different philosophi-
cal and theoretical positions (Bobbio reconnected with Kelsen’s formal-
ism, Leoni with the American empiricism and Maranini with the theorists 
of the élite), all three ended by seeing an almost identical correspondence 
between positivistic methodology and democracy actually promoting a 
Political Science in favour of political modernization in Italy. In the case of 
Bobbio, the cultural approach was social-liberal and progressivist35; in the 
case of Leoni, it was inspired by economic liberalism36; and in the case of 
Maranini, it was liberal-élitist.37 The latter distinguished himself by taking 
a strongly critical position over the transformation of democracy into 
“particracy” (partitocrazia).38

The first chair of “Political Science” in Italy, however, went to the 
younger Giovanni Sartori, whose biography, if only because of his age, 
does not make it possible to establish the existence of any connection 
between his political stance during the fascist regime and his subsequent 
professional success in academic circles.39 Born in 1924, Sartori was 
appointed to the post on the Cesare Alfieri faculty of Political Science in 
Florence in 1957 and moved on to a professorship only in 1966. In this 
respect, the autobiographical memory of the battle fought and finally won 
by Giovanni Sartori against an academic world hostile to the idea of intro-
ducing Political Science as a teaching subject is striking as well as indicative 
of the specific way in which leading Italian figures of that time portrayed 
the history of Political Science in terms of a heroic undertaking:

It was, although I’m not quite sure, the year of Our Lord 1954 (or maybe 
1955). I felt lost, but since, at that time, I was a brave or rather very stub-
born little teacher, I decided to face the lion in his den. I asked for an appoint-
ment with Carlo Antoni and got it. In those years, the Italian university was 
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governed by the Board of Education where Antoni presided over the faculty of 
Political Science and, therefore, their changes of charter (the introduction of 
new subjects). My faculty, the “Cesare Alfieri” of Florence had asked for the 
change of charter of Political Science more than anything else to get rid of a 
nuisance (my nagging), but I knew perfectly well that none of my colleagues 
would have lifted a finger. So, I had to go to Antoni. I held him in great 
esteem as a scholar, but I knew he was a strict follower of Croce for whom 
Political Science was an anathema. [….] I had nothing to lose so I came out 
with this: “Professor, you teach philosophy of history, a subject that, according 
to Croce, should not exist anymore than Political Science. Please allow 
another non-existent person to work alongside you.” I cannot say that I saw 
Antoni laugh, but he certainly smiled. The agreement was made over that 
remark. Antoni, who was a gentleman, had the amendment to the charter 
passed by the Board. In 1956, the University of Florence appointed me to the 
post of Political Science. I remained rather small and on my own for several 
years [….].40

Giovanni Sartori, who started off in history of philosophy and consid-
ered Political Science as an empirical way of thinking that was able to 
defuse the ideological charge of politics, undoubtedly proved to be more 
aware of the limitations of the subject compared with the other “noble 
fathers” of Italian Political Science, especially with regard to the problem 
of defining the autonomy of “politics” as the object of analysis, on one 
hand, and the relationship between the philosophical premises and the 
prescriptive contents of political analysis on the other. In this context, the 
two articles that appeared in the first two issues of the journal Studi politici 
in 1952 and 1953, respectively—”Scienza politica e conoscenza retrospet-
tiva” (“Political Science and Retrospective Knowledge”) and “Filosofia 
della politica e scienza empirica della politica” (“Philosophy of Politics and 
Empirical Science of Politics”)—fit rather well. Even more to the point 
was the publication in 1957 of his most famous work, Democrazia e 
definizioni (“Democracy and Definitions”). Starting from the premise 
according to which “there is no ‘real’ democracy without ideal democracy 
[…] the descriptive definition of democracy is inseparable from its pre-
scriptive definition”, Sartori developed a long and learned excursus on the 
notion of democracy and its definitions in Western political thought to lay 
the groundwork for a political analysis of democratic functioning.41 
Giovanni Sartori was also the editor of the Antologia di Scienza Politica, 
which was also the first systematic statement of mainstream Political 
Science (mainly American) to the Italian public.42 It was significant, how-
ever, that this work came out only in 1970.
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West Germany: The Role of Remigrants

In the Federal Republic, too, the rebirth of Political Science was promoted 
by leading figures, most of whom were outside the academic world, which 
was involved with the regime or had more or less come to terms with it. 
However, what makes the German question different from the Italian one 
is the influence of the geopolitical situation on the development of the 
discipline. After the end of the Second World War, the revival of Political 
Science and, more generally, of social sciences in the Federal Republic was 
directly encouraged by the Allied Forces, especially the Americans, and 
secondly by political parties, above all the SPD. Here, the snapshot that 
best captures the American influence is one that comes from the confer-
ence of Waldleiningen, near Frankfurt, in September 1949.43 This meeting 
was organized, thanks to the region of Hesse (one of the three Länder 
placed under American military occupation), and attended by several 
exponents of the academic and political world, who, in fact, started off the 
development of this subject in the universities.44 Concerning this, it is 
significant that in Hesse was also appointed the first chairs of Political 
Science (Politische Wissenschaft) outside of the traditional academic circles. 
These appointments were given to proven anti-fascists such as Wolfgang 
Abendroth (1906–1985),45 who would later become one of the leading 
exponents of Marxist-inspired Political Science; Eugen Kogon 
(1903–1987),46 who had shared with the future leader of the SPD, Kurt 
Schumacher, his traumatic experience as a prisoner in the concentration 
camp of Buchenwald; and Carlo Schmid (1896–1979),47 who was a well-
known leading member of German Social Democracy.

As already pointed out, a key role in the process of the re-establishment 
of German Political Science was played by the so-called Remigranten 
(remigrants), a large group of scholars who, under the Nazis, had been 
forced to emigrate abroad for racial or political reasons and during their 
exile had managed to establish themselves in the field of social sciences, 
especially in the American academic scene.48 Back in their home country 
at the end of the war, some of these scholars became interpreters and 
spokesmen for both of the intentions of the occupying forces, (re-) 
converting and educating the Germans to democracy.49 Among the most 
prominent representatives, Arnold Bergstraesser (1896–1964), Ernst 
Fraenkel (1898–1975), Carl-Joachim Friedrich (1901–1984)—who, 
however, never left his chair at Harvard—Otto Kirchheimer (1905–1965), 
Karl Loewenstein (1891–1973), Franz L.  Neumann (1900–1954) and 
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Joachim Ritter (1903–1974) must be remembered. Their analysis, too, 
concentrated mainly on democracy, a topic that became the focus of post-
1945 Political Science and on which the promoters of the Waldleiningen 
conference had planned to lay the groundwork for political studies in 
Germany.50 To reflect on representative democracy and on its dynamics 
meant above all to look with a critical eye at the failure of Weimar and the 
tragedy of the Nazi regime (which was put on the same level as the Stalinist 
regime as far as “totalitarianism” was concerned) but also to put forward 
Western political systems as models for the political class and for public 
opinion. Therefore, this meant identifying not only the weaknesses but 
also the strengths of the democracy to be consolidated. The choice of 
these topics reflected the need to learn from personal experience and from 
that of others. In contrast, if the approach was mainly historical and insti-
tutional, the aim was mostly pedagogical.51

In this context, it is worth focusing briefly on the work of Arnold 
Bergstraesser and Ernst Fraenkel, both marked by the experience of exile 
and their professional success as political scientists in the United States. 
They were both inter-disciplinary in their approach. Under their guidance, 
respectively, at the University of Freiburg and the resurrected Hochschule 
für Politik in Berlin, known as the Otto-Suhr Institute from 1957 onward, 
scholars such as Hans Maier, Hans-Peter Schwarz, Kurt Sontheimer and 
Karl-Dietrich Bracher were trained. The contributions of Bergstraesser 
(1896–1964) and Fraenkel (1898–1975) are particularly significant for 
the way they conceived Political Science and worked out the relationship 
between Political Science and democracy. In particular, both pointed to 
the originality of Political Science as being the result of the converging of 
different disciplines and methods. Bergstraesser defined Political Science 
as synoptische Wissenschaft (1961), Fraenkel as Integrationswissenschaft 
(1960). The other element common to the two authors was, however, to 
present German Political Science mainly as a science at the service of 
democracy (Demokratiewissenschaft) and therefore within a concept of the 
discipline where the empirical part was clearly subordinate to the norma-
tive one. In contrast, although they both had American democracy as a 
point of reference, Bergstraesser and Fraenkel ended up spreading two 
very different normative models of democracy in that they were based on 
the selection of those characteristics that corresponded more closely to 
their respective visions of society: “liberal-conservative” (in the first case) 
and “social-pluralistic” (in the second case).52 Their story is rather signifi-
cant. On one hand, it is a good example of the “Westernizing” effect and, 

  TOWARD A NEW POLITICAL SCIENCE IN ITALY AND WEST GERMANY… 



106 

in particular, the “Americanizing” effect on German Political Science, 
which was made evident by the connection established between Political 
Science and the basic values of Western democracy (in this case, American). 
In contrast, it shows the variety and, at times, the contradictory nature of 
the processes of reception and transmission of Western models by some 
established scholars.

The question of funding from overseas must be addressed separately. 
This is an issue that, especially in recent years, has been an important area 
of research for tackling the subject of intellectual hegemony in the United 
States.53 In particular, recent studies have brought to light the role played, 
especially from the beginning of the 1960s, by several well-known 
American philanthropic foundations, notably the Ford Foundation and 
the Rockefeller Foundation.54 By founding research, study programs 
abroad, and other forms of cooperation, these gave a fundamental thrust 
to the development of modern political science on the Old Continent. 
Cultivated public opinion in Western Europe was likewise gradually sensi-
tized to political thinking based on liberal democratic values. By way of 
the Congress of Cultural Freedom in particular, the United States sup-
ported a number of journals with clearly anti-communist sympathies: “Der 
Monat” in Germany, “Tempi Moderni” in Italy.55 Some of these soon 
became special forums of political debate as to the transformations of 
western European politics. The lodestone orienting this massive operation 
of cultural diplomacy was the conviction that the social sciences had a pre-
cious role to play in modernizing political thought and guiding European 
democracy in its confrontation with international communism. It is pos-
sible to argue that the resources invested by the United States in the 
Federal Republic were far greater than those invested to promote Political 
Science in Italy. Here, too, the reasons for this disparity are easily traceable 
to the distinctive geopolitical importance of the Federal Republic as an 
outpost of the Western world and as the main stake in the context of the 
Cold War. In this perspective, it is not surprising that most of these funds 
flowed into the city of West Berlin to support the Institut für 
Politikwissenschaft, in particular, and the afore-mentioned Hochschule für 
Politik attached, from the late 1950s, to the newly established Freie 
Universität zu Berlin.56 There is no space here to go into this subject 
because the area of funding and, more generally, of direct intervention 
both from private foundations and from government agencies would lead 
us to focus attention on many other leading figures, mostly outside tradi-
tional academic circles (in Italy, for example, the Olivetti Foundation, the 
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Committee for Political and Social Science [Co.S.Po.S], the Cattaneo 
Institute and the Mulino publishing group of Bologna come to mind), 
which promoted the development of political and social science.

“Americanization” or “Westernization”? Rethinking 
the Political, Generational and Empirical Turn

It would be simplistic or even misleading to explain the post-1945 devel-
opment of Political Science in Italy and West Germany only from the 
defeat in the Second World War onward, or rather as a mere product 
imported from the United States, as has happened in the German case.57 
This is especially so in Italy where the belief of having taken part in the war 
on the other side, through the Resistenza, lasted for a long time, especially 
in “high” academic circles. Moreover, the process of adaptation to Western 
thought continued to be greatly influenced by an academic environment 
that was hostile, for both corporative and cultural reasons, to the intro-
duction of Political Science and this in fact contributed to the delay of its 
institutionalization. Actually the struggles of Italian political science for its 
very existence against well-established disciplines were long lasting. In this 
context, it is significant that even in 1967, Sartori had to fight against the 
use of the term “Political Sciences” in the plural,58 whereas the first public 
competition for university professorships in Political Science came about 
only in 1970.

The contribution of scholars with a historical−philosophical or a juridi-
cal education was remarkable. However, instead of facilitating the recogni-
tion of Political Science as a separate field of study, interaction with 
exponents of related subjects probably ended up by impeding it. As 
Bobbio remarked in 1969: “While it is clear that lawyers have not noticed 
Political Science, historians know it exists but do not give it much credit 
[…]”.59 In contrast, not even the leading figures in the revival of Italian 
Political Science after 1945 could boast a specialized training. Moreover, 
because they all had different training and skills, this helped to create an 
image of great fragmentation within the subject.

In addition to neglecting the role of earlier traditions of political stud-
ies, a general application of the concepts of “Westernization” and/or 
“Americanization” to the issue of Italian Political Science would not even 
allow the understanding of the strong relationship between the evolution 
of political thought and the developments of the national political system 
over the 1950s and 1960s. In particular in the first decade, attention was 
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focused mainly on the issue of the Constitution and, especially, on the 
issue of its alleged betrayal, whereas in the second half of the 1960s, the 
new debate on the party system took shape along lines that were at least 
partly due to developments in the national political system. It is known 
that the debate took shape around the two concepts of the “imperfect 
two-party system” (Galli)60 and “polarized pluralism” (Sartori),61 notions 
that reflected or even suggested two different ways of interpreting the shift 
to the centro-sinistra (center-left) and, in particular, the anti-system nature 
of the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI, Italian Communist Party).

Similar considerations on the explanatory value of concepts, such as 
“Westernization” and “Americanization,”62 and their limits may also be 
extended to the case of Germany, albeit with some significant differences. 
In Germany, the processes of maturation and institutionalization of mod-
ern Political Science, which began in the aftermath of the Second World 
War, were more rapid than in Italy thanks to the contribution of the 
Remigranten, who undoubtedly favoured the adaptation of German 
political thinking to the reality of Western democracy.63 In contrast, not 
even in Germany were these processes straightforward or fully accepted in 
academic circles. In fact, if we were to end the analysis at the Waldleiningen 
Conference, the historical understanding of how the debate on the revival 
of Political Science in Germany, which continued afterward, would suffer 
greatly. Following along the sequence, there are two other conferences, 
one in Königstein (1950)64 and one in Frankfurt (1952),65 during which 
the opposition of a substantial part of the German academic world of neo-
humanist inspiration became clear. Moreover, this was supported by the 
Conference of University Chancellors of West Germany, which openly 
challenged the plan to introduce Political Science as a teaching subject in 
that it was considered alien to the German university tradition.66 In this 
context, the intercession of Karl Loewenstein, an emigrant who from the 
early 1930s had taught Political Science at Amherst College in 
Massachusetts, proved decisive. On one hand, he put in a good word for 
the new subject; in contrast, he claimed that a simple “transplant” from 
the American context to the German one would be neither necessary nor 
desirable.67

The same role played by the Remigranten therefore precludes a descrip-
tion of the process of cultural transfer from the United States in terms of 
mere “Americanization.” Although inspired by the American model of 
Political Science, which considered the discipline as a form of knowledge 
whose aim was mainly that of creating guidelines for those in government, 
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their approaches and research methods too were greatly affected by earlier 
traditions of political studies. In particular, when scholars of the first 
decade of the twentieth century talked about “theory,” they nearly always 
meant political philosophy. Their interest (and that of their students) in 
the Ideengeschichte became ever more important starting from the convic-
tion that new ideas for the building of new “theories” and the discovery 
of ethical-political principles could be derived from the doctrines of the 
past. Therefore, in many cases, as shown by the examples of Bergstraesser 
and Fraenkel, the putting into practice of Political Science offset the 
required balance between empiricism and normativism, sometimes even 
ending up claiming that Political Science was a science of evaluation 
although open to different interpretations.

To sum up: There is no doubt that the emergence of modern Political 
Science has led, in both Italy and Germany, to a process of adaptation 
to Western thought and that this process has been largely influenced by 
the political and intellectual hegemony of the US.  In contrast, it 
is  equally true that a generic application of concepts, such as 
“Westernization” or “Americanization”, to the development of Italian 
and West German Political Science would not allow either the complete 
grasp of the role of earlier traditions of political studies or of the various 
political and cultural currents around which some schools of thought of 
Political Science were built or of the choice of issues on which Political 
Science focused its attentions. Neither would the various political 
cleavages, methodological and generational—which in the field of polit-
ical and social sciences have perhaps been the real engine of scientific 
progress—be grasped, nor would the different ways in which Western 
and American models of political systems have  been acknowledged, 
adopted and spread by various scholars. Finally, it would be impossible 
to understand the reasons for which the cycles of institutionalization 
and consolidation of modern Political Science have been faster in West 
Germany than in Italy, although not in line with developments in 
American post-war Political Science. Concerning this, it is significant 
that at the very moment in which German political scientists were redis-
covering the importance of political theory (meaning political philoso-
phy, which is the conceptual and analytical contribution that modern 
political thought could offer to address the major issues of contempo-
rary politics), American Political Science, inspired by the behavioural 
revolution, appeared ever more oriented toward formalization and 
statistic−quantitative research.68
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This last point is important to understand the way the supposed 
“Americanization” or “Westernization” of the Federal Republic of 
Germany and Italy took place in the field of Political Science. Moreover, 
here we come to the distinction we must make between “Americanization” 
and “Westernization” as a cultural and intellectual process on one side and 
“Americanization” and “Westernization” intended as a political goal on 
the other side. Even if it is difficult to separate the two dimensions, it is 
noteworthy that the outcomes of political Westernization and of intellec-
tual Americanization, respectively, turned out to be in some respects dif-
ferent, if not even contradictory. Somewhat paradoxically, the political 
influence exerted by the US in shaping West German and Italian Political 
Science toward a Western democratic−oriented Political Science pre-
vented them, at least in the formative phase, from becoming more similar 
to American Political Science, which was much more empirical and much 
less normative than in the past. In other words, political Westernization 
prevented intellectual Americanization. When the ‘behavioral revolution’ 
eventually took place also in West Germany and Italy, domestic factors—
such as the political, cultural and generational changes of the early 1970s—
played an important role too in shaping the ‘Americanization’ of German 
and Italian Political Science. Somewhat paradoxically again, this ‘empirical 
turn’ took place when some of the political and cultural paradigms on 
which the Italian and German post-1945 Political Science had been re-
founded were again called into question including a certain way of under-
standing the relationship between Political Science and democracy.
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CHAPTER 6

Lost Generation? Nicolò Carandini, 
the Decline of New Liberalism and the Myth 

of a New Europe

Christian Blasberg

“If you don’t know us, look at our socks; we are the Radicals of Count 
Carandini,” was the refrain of a popular song circulating for some time in 
post-war Rome. Presumably, the lyrics were a deformation of an older 
fascist chant. Ironically alluding to the elegant clothing style – with white 
(some say red) socks – of a certain group of bourgeois intellectuals, it also 
named the most prominent representative of this group, Count Nicolò 
Carandini.1 Not many politicians could claim to be mentioned in such 
folkloristic chants—and probably they were better off without it because 
usually the lyrics were not too flattering. And not only: Another slogan, a 
free interpretation of Marx presumably created by Ennio Flaiano around 
the high times of the “friends of Il Mondo” in the late 1950s2: “Landowners 
of the world unite – the lands to the Carandini!”, frames even more ironi-
cally the socio-political features—and contradictions—of this northern 
Italian nobleman, who had not been born rich but in 1926 had become 
co-owner of the Torre in Pietra estate near Rome, being the main milk 
producer for the capital by the 1930s.3
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In political terms, Carandini was often called the “red Count,” alluding 
to his left-leaning ideas, which seemed to contrast his social position. 
Indeed, according to Giovanni Spadolini’s memory, the antifascist jour-
nalist Mario Missiroli had coined another characterization of Carandini as 
an “English-style conservative” right after the Count’s most important 
programmatic speech in September 1944.4 It is thus difficult to find a 
coherent definition: He may be characterized as a left-wing conservative 
liberal, certainly a unique character among the emerging political elite of 
post-war Italy—and perhaps one who chose the wrong political family. 
“It’s a pity that your socialism is what it is […],”, he once told socialist 
leader Pietro Nenni, “[…] because if it were different I would be a 
socialist.”5

Despite, or rather because of, this uniqueness, Carandini is remem-
bered as a second-rank politician who preferred sticking to a set of higher 
political ideals, if necessary renouncing public office, rather than inclining 
to political contingencies and swimming on the tide of socio-cultural ten-
dencies.6 This gives his political curriculum a certain sense of being unac-
complished and transformed him from one of the most promising political 
leaders of a generation, ready to take responsibility for the democratic 
reconstruction of the country in the immediate post-fascist period, into a 
niche intellectual with a somehow enigmatic charisma in the first decades 
of the Republic.7 With a little disrespect one might easily tend to stigma-
tize him as a privileged part-time politician and occasional publicist who, 
from a ‘mainstream’ point of view (whether it is Christian democrat or 
communist), engaged in cranky Byzantine disputes and long-lost battles, 
cultivating an idealism that increasingly set itself apart from the realities of 
the political evolution in Italy. Meanwhile, Carandini held representative 
positions such as President of Alitalia airlines (1948–1968).8

Nonetheless, Carandini’s unaccomplished political career is closely 
linked to the destiny of Italian liberalism in the first post-war decades. He 
played a role in both the decline of the classical liberal doctrine between 
1943 and 1953 and the intellectual preparation of the centre-left concept 
in the next decade, although without managing to trigger a comeback of 
liberalism within this scheme. Thanks to his years as ambassador in Great 
Britain between 1944 and 1947, however, all these shortcomings in domes-
tic politics were overshadowed by an intense sensibility for the international 
and European implications of all national political concepts. In this wider 
panorama, Carandini differed sharply from the conservative national-liber-
alism that prevailed in France or Germany until the beginning of the 1950s. 

  C. BLASBERG



  121

He instead regarded a renewed social-liberalism as a necessarily suprana-
tional and federalist doctrine that would be able to break up the ideological 
polarization of Europe and the world. This Europeanist dimension of his 
political thinking and action has been undervalued in historical research, 
although it seems to be the decisive linkage uniting the various and partly 
contradictory aspects which characterize the personality. This chapter sug-
gests a reassessment of his impact first on Europe’s and second on Italy’s 
political evolution. The failure of his New Liberalism in the Italian political 
reality may, in a certain sense, be counter-balanced by his commitment to 
the European idea.

The Leader and the Godfather

From the very beginning of his political activity, which he started rather 
late around the age of 30 years, and mostly due to his marriage in early 
1926 to Elena, daughter of Luigi Albertini (the former director of the 
Corriere della Sera, who had been ousted by the fascists few months 
before), Carandini cultivated an elitist attitude. First, he identified with 
the minority of Italians who chose not to follow or fit themselves in the 
fascist regime9; later, when anti-fascism assumed a broader national con-
sensus, he stood with the few survivors of the bourgeois-liberal tradition 
in its purest forms, the “Italy of reason.”10 “We are liberals […]”, Carandini 
wrote in his first clandestine pamphlet, Primi Chiarimenti, circulated in 
Rome since 1 May 1943, 3 months before the fall of Mussolini, “[…] and 
we don’t feel any need to correct this qualification of ours by accentuating 
adjectives towards chromatic tendencies and graduations that could prom-
ise us, […] a broader and more immediate popularity.”11

Carandini took the risk of being unpopular. He understood “being lib-
eral” in the revolutionary climate of the increasingly post-fascist era would 
be a confession almost as daring as “being fascist.” Wasn’t the liberal State 
widely blamed for having generated and supported fascism? Didn’t the 
catastrophe the country was facing in those months reveal the failure of 
the entire history of unified liberal Italy since the Risorgimento, thus 
implying the need to re-build the State from its very roots? To claim citi-
zenship for his New Liberalism within the landscape of post-fascist Italy, 
Carandini had to stress that it was “[…] an antifascist position and qualifi-
cation of which we claim the merits and accept the consequences and 
risks.”12 Only an intransigent antifascism, he believed, could give liberal-
ism the legitimacy to dare a comeback and claim spiritual leadership of the 
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Italian society as well as an educational mission to guide it toward democ-
racy. “The new liberalism […],” Gerardo Nicolosi writes, “[…] forges 
itself in antifascism, and even more in the resistance.”13

This new liberal elite implied also a clear generational consciousness. 
Carandini saw himself as “[…] part of a mature and proven generation 
which, having known freedom when this supreme good had been the nat-
ural fellow and essential exigency of life, thereafter had to assist to its 
repudiation operated by the improvisation of an unreasonable and unpre-
pared faction […]”.14 Thus, no rupture with the liberal past, because one’s 
own life experience went back far enough to remember better days before 
fascism, was worth being taken as a starting point for the construction of 
post-fascist Italy. However, as Nicolosi further observes “[…] a rupture 
was claimed towards the old liberal guard, except the ‘masters’ […],”, first 
among them Benedetto Croce. Only very few of these old “masters” of 
liberalism could claim a clean record of antifascist moral integrity and 
therefore were considered as still being able to provide their precious ser-
vices to the reconstruction of democracy.15

The assistance and guidance by the older “masters” was held as indis-
pensable. Primi Chiarimenti  and the second pamphlet published by 
Carandini in late August 1943, Realtà, mirrored perfectly Croce’s ideas 
for a new reformed liberalism and the role it would have to assume in post-
fascist Italy: “[…] we do not aim, for now, at the reconstruction of that 
‘liberal party’ […]” with an economic program, like the other antifascist 
groups were about to build up by that time – prematurely, according to 
Carandini. “We want to renounce deliberately on our immediate affirma-
tion as a party […],” he explained, “[…] because what drives us is acceler-
ating […] the movement towards the spiritual and political emancipation 
of the country, which must be the only motivation of the day […].” 
Carandini further admitted that, “We do not possess a panacea program 
for all economic, social, political, national and international problems, that 
the new world still keeps hidden and will not reveal before the crisis is 
ripened in which the war will have to resolve […].”16 This was exactly 
what Croce had intended with his idea of a ‘pre-party’: acting directly 
through the existing institutions—which were still the institutions of lib-
eral Italy created at the time of the Risorgimento—to create a broad socio-
cultural consensus for the spirit of freedom as a moral precondition for any 
further political reconstruction and democratic distinction of economic 
doctrines in the country.17 Liberalism as a religion for the people, as Croce 
had designed it in his 1932 Storia d’Europa nel Secolo Decimonono.18
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However, Carandini’s devotion to the “master” knew some limits. He 
appreciated the philosopher’s reformist socio-economic ideas of the early 
1940s, although he was less convinced by his “action-plan,” which was 
aimed at instigating the Royal Court to take the initiative for the destitu-
tion of Mussolini. Carandini did not share the liberal “secession” of the 
Partito d’Azione (PdA) at the end of 1942, but he might well have done 
so if the PdA had not adopted its policy of “republican priority.”19 
However, his decision to address public opinion well before the fall of 
Mussolini, and to gather younger anti-fascists such as Leone Cattani and 
Mario Pannunzio—some of them 10 or more years his junior and there-
fore without experience of pre-fascist liberalism—in the Movimento 
Liberale Italiano (MLI),20 was nonetheless a barely veiled step toward the 
creation of an organized liberal party in contrast to what Croce and the 
“elders” wanted and despite Carandini’s own assertions in Primi 
Chiarimenti.

Consequently, after July 25th the men of the MLI considered the 
Monarchy to have exhausted its institutional duty and decided that King 
Victor Emanuel III now had to lay power in the hands of the democratic 
forces of anti-fascism. The decision by Croce and other “old liberals” (in 
particular Alessandro Casati) in August 1943 to accept the Badoglio gov-
ernment and to exclude the younger liberals from leadership of the consti-
tuting Partito Liberale Italiano (PLI), however, marked their disapproval 
of the “youngster’s” too brisk approach and generated in Carandini a 
greater consciousness for the need to transfer power into the hands of a 
generation of which he himself (at 50 years old) was already a “senior.”21 
“I appreciated the work of the old men in this first period of half-
government […],”, he would write in 1945 after the liberation of the 
North, “[…] but I think we need to renew courageously, to find new men 
with fresh energies […].” His choice, though, was everything but enthu-
siastic considering the enormous and difficult challenges of reconstruction 
reserved for those who would govern Italy. Nevertheless, he concluded, 
“Neither the old nor the young are prepared for this superhuman task. So 
it’s worth anyway trying with the young.”22

During the German occupation of Rome, Carandini had emerged as 
one of the leading democratic politicians in Italy. Communications with 
Croce had been interrupted since the liberation of Naples in late September, 
and Carandini became the de facto leader of the PLI in Rome, which was 
now enforcedly dominated by new men of the younger generation. After 
the resignation of the older Casati, he also represented the liberals within 
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the clandestine Roman Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale (CLN).23 
Constantly running the risk of being arrested like some of his colleagues 
(notably Pannunzio, director of Risorgimento Liberale, who escaped by 
pure luck being executed at the Fosse Ardeatine),24 Carandini could claim 
a perfect record of antifascist and patriotic resistance by the time of the 
liberation of Rome in June 1944, thus making him inevitably one of the 
most credited politicians of post-fascist Italy.25

When the new CLN government was formed, Carandini was consid-
ered the highest ranked liberal politician after Croce and was thus offered 
the Ministry of Agriculture, not only in recognition of his expertise in this 
field but also because “[…] he has a very good influence on Bonomi, 
whom he could prevent from making errors, and he knows how to deal 
with those on the left […].”26 In the end, he stepped back in favour of 
older liberals like Casati, considering instead the organization and unifica-
tion of the PLI a priority where he wanted the young and, as he believed, 
more progressive-minded liberals to prevail.27 However, after 2 months 
Croce resigned and convinced a reluctant Carandini to take his Ministry 
without portfolio, a position reserved to the six leaders of the CLN parties 
in order to assure their loyalty to the government.28

He now was equal to Togliatti, Saragat and De Gasperi, and crown 
prince Umberto considered him the key figure in the institutional conflict 
because he seemed to be the only one capable of bridging the rift between 
the moderate forces, mostly in favour of a popular referendum, and the 
intransigent republicans on the left.29 However, it was this mediating atti-
tude that exposed Carandini increasingly more to conflicting suspicions 
on either side of the CLN parties. Most of all, the monarchist “old guard” 
of the liberals, such as Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, suspected him—inter-
preter of Croce’s “agnostic” position—to be a camouflaged republican.30 
The institutional question inevitably inflamed the conflict between pre-
fascist liberal notables, monarchists and local patrons who claimed their 
right to a broad representation within the new PLI and through the party 
to gain more influence on the CLN, and the Carandini-led generation of 
younger liberals open for institutional reform.31

The already mentioned programmatic speech held by Carandini on 3 
September 1944 at the Brancaccio Theatre was thus intended—not with-
out a certain naivety—to put a halt to these tendencies, cement his posi-
tion as leader of the PLI and clearly define its ideological position as a 
young, progressive and anti-totalitarian party in equal competition with 
the mass parties. It would instead prove to be a clamorous miscalculation 
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of the political games played inside and outside of the CLN and the PLI. 
Moreover, it was to be the turning point of his domestic political career.

The PLI, according to Carandini, represented the pure liberal tradition 
with its inherent progressivism: “The new liberal generations […],” he 
claimed, “[…] intend to affirm their right to serve liberty and justice 
according to a renewed inspiration.” He attacked all conservative and 
purely monarchist tendencies, “[…] the first germ of national discordance 
[…]” that tried to undermine the renewal of the PLI and the legitimacy of 
the CLN to lead the country through the post-fascist transition period.32 
All kinds of dictatorship, right or left, were firmly refused, but Carandini 
also warned that the political parties “[…] Today […] all plead for free-
dom, but not all intend tomorrow to make the same use of it.”33 
Nonetheless, he maintained that a compromise between liberalism and the 
revolutionary ideologies in a “[…] fair composition, an advanced democ-
racy […]” would be possible. The containment of condensed individual 
powers by “[…] a rigorous system of brakes, of controls, of sanctions is 
necessary […]” even though not beyond the limits of the need for an 
individualist expression of life. The State, Carandini continued, “[…] 
should be required to ever more discipline and to ever better direct this 
flow of individual impulses. In addition, the communists and socialists 
surely have something to teach us on this path. For this we progressive 
liberals […],” he concluded, “[…] look without apprehension on com-
munism, entered to share governmental responsibility; for this we look 
without distrust on socialism, assuming the same responsibility.”34

These theses were sufficient for being perceived as an imminent danger 
to the safeguard of broader individual interests in the reconstruction pro-
cess. The leader of Italian liberals had proposed a set of rather socialist 
ideals, which clearly overshadowed the many holy principles of a tradi-
tional liberalism, which Carandini’s address had well confirmed. However, 
by reaching the hand of reconciliation to both sides of the CLN area—and 
condemning everything existing outside of it—Carandini gave reason for 
distrust to all. Most of all, Carandini’s stance on the institutional question, 
leaving the choice between the Monarchy and the Republic open to indi-
vidual conscience after the liberation of the North and giving priority to 
the guarantees for freedom and progressive democracy, must have alarmed 
the promoters of the Monarchy, who were traditionally represented by the 
Liberal Party.35

Only a few weeks after the speech, Carandini was appointed Italian 
ambassador to London, apparently at the proposal of the British ambassador 
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to Rome, Noel Charles, a supporter of the Italian Monarchy. Thus, it is 
not a surprise that the Royal Court more than welcomed the decision as 
we know from the diaries of the Royal Minister Falcone Lucifero. He 
mentions a meeting with Umberto, who authorized him to communicate 
to the Foreign Ministry “[…] that he is very, very satisfied about the des-
ignation of Carandini to London. Also before [me] leaving [the room] he 
repeats it, for that I shall not forget it.”36 Was this joy at the success of a 
secret plan to kick Carandini upstairs?37 In fact, Elena Carandini believed 
that “[…] there were monarchist interests behind the removal of Nicolò 
from the party and from Italy. He had been explicit: Saving the monarchy 
only if unquestionably wanted by the majority of the Italians in a plebi-
scite, with absolute priority for the democratic interest. So, one cannot 
count on Carandini.”38

The liberals of the PLI, too, did not want to count on Carandini. 
Instead of mediating between moderate and revolutionary parties within 
the CLN, the younger leadership began to realize that the PLI was to play 
the role of a hinge between the CLN itself and the forces outside of it, 
most notably the Monarchy and the conservatives surrounding it, if it 
wished to avoid the risk that this ambience would mess about with the 
remnants of fascism. Carandini was urged to accept the diplomatic mission 
abroad, even though he felt disgruntled about leaving his governmental 
position and the leadership of the party in which he saw himself as an 
indispensable element of cohesion. “At the end I complied, with the pact 
that every month I will come to Rome […],” he stated, believing that 
“[…] It will be a mission of few months, because I have no intention to be 
a career ambassador.”39

In the end, the mission to London lasted for almost 3 years until 
October 1947. Carandini did indeed try to keep in close contact with the 
PLI, but he had to acknowledge his progressive alienation from a leading 
role in it, mainly at the hands of the same younger generation whose posi-
tion he had defended against the return of the “old liberals.”40 This 
became strikingly evident at the end of 1945: Carandini’s attempts, 
through various letters sent from London, to convince Cattani, now 
Secretary General of the PLI, to abstain from provoking a governmental 
crisis and breaking the CLN alliance were deliberately ignored. Carandini 
had lost his role as a doyen of the young liberals. Cattani considered the 
ambassador simply out of touch with domestic politics in Italy and thus 
too incompetent to participate in these affairs.41
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Few time later, all hopes of both a progressive turn of New Liberalism 
as well as a generational change in liberal leadership vanished. For the elec-
tions of 2 June 1946, Croce had convinced the four “old men” of Italian 
liberalism to lend their faces as promoters of the liberal electoral alliance, 
Unione Democratica Nazionale (UDN): Orlando, Nitti, the consumed 
Bonomi, and himself. Against their expectations, based on believing that 
the broad middle class was still devoted to the liberal values of the 
Risorgimento, they were not able to trigger much enthusiasm among 
moderate voters, and the results were correspondingly disappointing: 
6.9% at the national level. Personal animosities among the old liberal lead-
ers, which had been inherited from the past, made the rest: Nitti, who 
could hardly walk, is said to have commented that “advanced age to some 
affects the legs, to others the brain,”42 clearly referring to Orlando who 
had been mocking Nitti’s health condition.

However, Croce still considered Carandini his potential successor 
despite the increasing discrepancy between the philosopher’s exigency for 
unity among all liberals and Carandini’s claims for an open articulation 
and debate between the various tendencies within the PLI, which was a 
petty dispute if considered in its substance.43 However, “The position of 
Croce concerning the party-form was diametrically opposed to the one of 
Carandini […],” as Luca Riccardi analysed.44 The discord between the 
two men would intensify during the summer of 1946 and lead to a cooling-
down of their relations from that point onward, especially when Carandini 
decided to leave the party in early 1948 after a last attempt to convince 
Croce that his idea of liberal unity at all costs had failed. Concerning their 
reaction in opposition to the new monarchist right-wing leadership of the 
PLI, Carandini and Croce split: The philosopher blamed his disciple for 
abandoning the battlefield; the disciple accused his master of making him-
self the jumping jack of anti-liberal interests.45 Their relationship was never 
completely restored in Croce’s last years.46

However, although Croce had made some adjustments to his early 
reformist ideas of 194247 and had adapted himself to the “centrist” turn of 
Italian politics between 1945 and 1948—notably by overcoming his hos-
tility to Christian Democracy and refusing to consider Communism just 
an economic doctrine that was potentially compatible with liberalism48—
Carandini would defend Croce’s early ideas for a long time. To keep this 
faith, he had to gradually distance himself from the PLI, preferring isola-
tion in Italian politics after his return from London. His last “chance”  
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to return to public office had been De Gasperi’s offer to make him Foreign 
Minister in 1947. Nevertheless, the ambassador refused the offer when he 
was faced with the refusal by the PLI leadership and Croce to support 
another tripartite government including the Communists, and the 
signature of the Peace Treaty.49 He could have been an independent, tech-
nical Minister who did not represent any party, but yet a nostalgic loyalty 
to his former political home and its master prevailed on that occasion.50 
This loyalty would default a year later when he experienced a rupture with 
the party, which, in reality, had been long overdue.

Thinking Europe

When Nicolò Carandini appeared for the first time in front of an audience 
of the Movimento Federalista Europeo (MFE) in January 1948, a new 
direction in his political activity had begun.51 Only a few days before he 
had left the Liberal Party in bitterness because it had made an electoral 
alliance with the right-wing populist movement Uomo Qualunque.52 New 
Liberalism had been relegated to a mere cultural phenomenon without a 
real impact on national political affairs. The scary escalation of the conflict 
between the USA and the Soviet Union in the preceding months, which 
was threatening to degenerate into a global war and causing tensions close 
to civil war in Italy, had led him instead to the conviction that the political 
battle to contrast this new conflict scenario had to be fought beyond the 
national level, on the international stage, and—according to the Ventotene 
Manifesto—while establishing a highly integrated federal European state 
system before pursuing national ideological designs.53

Already during his participation in the peace negotiations in London, 
Paris and New York throughout 1945 and 1946, Carandini had learned 
that Italy as victim of the victorious powers was not the main problem to 
be addressed but rather it was that swooning Europe as a whole, winners 
and losers alike, had become the chessboard of two overpowering world-
players with little regard for ancient national interests in continental 
affairs.54 Differently from his master, Croce, he had accepted his country’s 
status as a defeated nation and its inability to influence the terms of the 
Treaty directly, which he knew would be tough. “If France, Yugoslavia, 
Greece are jealous about our rehabilitation, we need to satisfy them, throw 
them a bone to gnaw at, show that Italy has paid.”55 He believed that the 
Italian accession to the United Nations and, in consequence, the chance 
to revise the Treaty with more friendly-minded neighbours would give less 
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importance to national sacrifices.56 Only the Trieste question kept trou-
bling Carandini, who didn’t want to recognize any Yugoslav claims, even 
though he defined himself as “[…] the denial of nationalism […].”.57 
However, at Trieste Italy defended freedom against totalitarianism, not 
one national interest against another. In any case, Italy’s future depended 
on its capacity to gain its neighbour’s confidence, and the Peace Treaty 
was an obstacle on this path that needed to be removed as soon as possible 
and at any cost.

As ambassador, Carandini had tried to gain the confidence of Great 
Britain, the most European among the “Big Three,” by overcoming a 
hostile atmosphere in London during the first period of his stay when 
Italians were still often considered enemies despite their efforts to show 
their democratic creed. Re-establishing British goodwill towards Italy was 
fundamental because Great Britain was to be the natural future leader of a 
free Europe. Carandini was confident that “England today is tired, tomor-
row will be exhausted, but it will repose, revitalize and will take up its 
course again. And we with her.”58 The importance of this task even made 
him decline the highest ministerial offers at home for the post-liberation 
government in 1945 (the PdA favoured him as the best possible Prime 
Minister).59 Working for the European idea abroad seemed to be a more 
useful way for him to serve his country’s interest than running govern-
ment at home. In London, he believed himself to be at the spot where the 
destinies of the new European order would be decided.

Post-war France, under the leadership of Charles de Gaulle, worried 
him instead. The French, he noted in March 1945, “[…] don’t see any-
thing but France and they see it bigger than it actually is. They do not 
seem to me renewed or animated by a broad European spirit. They want 
to be at any cost what they cannot be any more.” He was pleased about 
the friendly French attitude toward Italy but complained that this sympa-
thy was “[…] without a special interest, without conviction. […] France 
alone doesn’t count any more, […] it now depends on the friendships it 
will manage to conquer for itself and on the solidarities it will be able to 
merit.”60 However, purging the country of its Pétainist past would be a 
heavy burden on the way to this rehabilitation, he thought, because the 
Maréchal “[…] had with him ninety percent of the Frenchmen. Thus, 
process against France.”61

Carandini did not seem to have any particular attitude toward Germany 
despite his personal friendship with former ambassador Ulrich von Hassell 
(executed in 1944 for his involvement in the Stauffenberg plot against 
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Hitler) in the 1930s.62 As an anti-fascist, Carandini simply saw the country 
as the main enemy if Nazism had not been definitively uprooted and the 
people re-educated to democracy. This process, though, was to happen 
without resorting to a new racism directed against the Germans, even in 
the light of the horrors committed by them. Nevertheless, his admiration 
for democratic traditions excluded Germany as a competitor of Great 
Britain and France. Even in later years, he would remain rather emotion-
less when faced with the German problem and the need to grant it a place 
in his federative European design. He never shared Croce’s traditional 
predilection for the German culture nation.63

Until 1945, European integration had been for Carandini mainly a 
question of balance between the continent’s components. A close French−
Italian or “Latin” axis, he believed, was needed to counterbalance German 
demographic strength. Likewise, he was initially confident that Eastern 
European states, such as Poland and Czechoslovakia, would be able to 
balance their independent existence against the predominance of the 
Soviet Union, which he wanted to see as a protector for them and not as 
an occupier. He believed that “[…] a global Anglo-Russian-American 
directorate can be a good medium and self-neutralizing mixture […].”64 
The principle of mediation wherever conflict lines occurred was the guid-
ing principle of Carandini’s political design, thus mirroring his personal 
inclination to avoid siding with one or the other party as long as a liberal 
basic consensus was respected.

Even when the atmosphere in international relations hardened in the 
following years, Carandini did not renounce his conciliatory ideas and 
refused to accept the reality of bipolarization. A convinced supporter of 
the Anglo−American socio-constitutional model while refusing soviet-
style dictatorship and collectivism, he nevertheless separated the question 
of ideological preferences from that of an international peace and security 
order. By 1947, the idea of a mediating Third Force became his lead con-
cept for the solution of the entire complex of intertwined problems from 
the domestic to the global level. “We want a ‘Third Force’ in Italy […],” 
he declared at the Third Force Congress in Milan in April 1948, “[…] for 
that Italy becomes an element of ‘Third Force’ in Europe, so that Europe 
may rise to be the ‘Third Force’ in the world.”65 However, although Third 
Force had become a fashionable idea all over Europe, particularly in France 
due to the socialist-led Ramadier government, Carandini represented a 
much more liberal variant of the concept and worked in Italy on removing 
the socialist monopoly from the idea.66
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In early 1948, he was still convinced that Great Britain—the traditional 
embodiment of liberalism in the world—would not be subdued by the 
USA and would soon arise from its economic difficulties, placing itself as 
a powerful third alternative between the two superpowers. He even 
believed that Great Britain, led by the Labour government and as leader 
of a European Federation, would manage to assume a position that could 
gain confidence within both blocks, the capitalist and the communist.67 
The socio-economic policy adopted by the Attlee government was, as he 
assured at the MFE meeting in January 1948, “[…] for sure the most 
mature, balanced and closest to satisfy the opposed exigencies of liberty 
and discipline that baffle the European conscience.”68

Even after the Prague Coup in February, Carandini still believed that 
the Cold War would be nothing but a short-lived phenomenon of interna-
tional tension. A process of community building was underway in both 
Western and Eastern Europe as a precondition for further integration, 
which was to occur naturally after the end of “[…] this absurd state of 
warlike peace […].” The driving force in the West was the Marshall Plan 
imposed by the USA; in the East it was the network of bilateral agree-
ments between the USSR and the smaller nations conquered at the end of 
the Second World War, which, according to Carandini, had the positive 
effect of creating “[…] a pool of nations in the area of Europe most 
exposed to nationalistic disruptions […]”—a community of sovereign 
nations that by choice had temporarily accepted Soviet protection and was 
therefore coequal, actually even advanced, compared with any western 
community. A de facto federation in the East, as Carandini saw it, needed 
to be equalled by a federation in the West. The two European partial com-
munities were then much more likely to bind together then a multitude of 
fragmented nations as had existed before the war.69

On this conciliatory theory of Europe as a Third Force, even though it 
left some open questions about his realistic perception of the situation in 
the Eastern part of the continent, Carandini nevertheless became the lead-
ing figure of European federalism in Italy and was commissioned to pre-
side over the Italian delegation at the European Congress at The Hague 
in May 1948, although he would do so without any representatives from 
the national government or parliament.70 He then toured Italy in order to 
promote the results of the summit and the idea of a Council of Europe 
that, according to Carandini, could be only an embryonic body on which 
to build up further political institutions of the supranational European 
federation. Inspired by Luigi Einaudi, he argued that “[…] the healing 
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revolution will not come until the paralyzing myth of the untouchable 
national sovereignties will have been dared to be crushed […]”, and 
warned that “[…] an economic federation doesn’t arise, doesn’t live, 
doesn’t last if it isn’t preceded and guaranteed by a substantial political 
federation.”71

In October, the Italian weekly L’Europeo depicted him as the “Apostle 
of European Federalism,”72 and De Gasperi entrusted him with the orga-
nization of an international Congress of the Union of European Federalists 
(UEF) at Palazzo Venezia in Rome in November. Here, however, some 
fundamental changes in his views became evident. In the debate about the 
Atlantic Pact, he now accepted the functional approach of Italian member-
ship in this Western alliance led by the USA even though this was detri-
mental to Western European credibility if it wanted a rapprochement to 
the East and to the real chances of Europe becoming a Third Force. The 
Cold War, escalating with the Berlin blockade, seemed to have been 
accepted as a lasting state of the international scenario at the time, thus 
justifying a deeper protective interference by the USA in Western Europe. 
Talking instead about the role of Great Britain in the future European 
setup, Carandini was now rather disappointed about the Euro-sceptic turn 
of the Labour government, which seemed anything but willing to assume 
that kind of leading role as a mediator between East and West that the 
former ambassador had designed for it.73

It even came to a diplomatic incident when Carandini claimed that 
Great Britain had to find its political and economic integration within a 
European Federation, “[…] abandoning its ‘separatism’, even though it is 
impossible to pretend that it, bound to its empire as it is, can fully partici-
pate in the federation. Altogether, the pan-European politics presumes 
British collaboration, but cannot be a reflection of the particular exigen-
cies of British politics.” After some loud protesting by British delegates, 
Carandini continued claiming “[…] that Great Britain has to dissipate the 
impression that she wants to build herself a military defence at Europe’s 
dispenses […].” Now the British delegation left the conference hall and 
only hours later could be convinced to return.74 The times of the 
“Anglomania,” for which he had often been criticized, were definitely 
over. He even avoided meeting British representatives at social events 
when not necessary.75

Although Great Britain lost Carandini’s favour, France had constantly 
gained his consideration since 1947. Léon Blum’s Troisième Force cam-
paign designing a simple triangular system of European democracy 
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threatened from both sides, American capitalism and Soviet commu-
nism,76 fit perfectly with Carandini’s idea. The reality of a Troisième Force 
government gathering all democratic forces against Communists and 
Gaullists alike seemed to be the model for what he had in mind regarding 
Italy. Paul Ramadier’s assertions at The Hague Congress about the poten-
tial weight of an independent and united Europe for a world-peace order 
were explicitly highlighted by Carandini, and by 1950—after the launch of 
the Pleven Plan—he had to recognize “[…] to France the merit to have 
clearly seen and conceptualized […]” the problem of a common, suprana-
tional defence structure including Germany.77

By that time, Carandini seems to have clearly accepted the reality of the 
Cold War, which had grown evident with the Korean War. Any ideal of a 
European neutralism, a Europe as Third Force equally distanced from both 
superpowers, had become invalid when confronted with the threat of 
Soviet aggression and the acknowledgement that the Eastern European 
Community of States was not an autonomous actor in a multitude of 
international communities drifting naturally toward a united Europe but a 
mere extension of the USSR. “Neutral is who, disposing of a real and ter-
rifying force, abstains from using it a priori, reserving to put it on the 
scales at an opportune moment in order to paralyse the conflict moods 
between third parties […],”, he explained at another federalist meeting at 
the end of 1950 in Rome. However, because Europe did not have these 
forces at its disposal, neutrality “[…] is not what Europe wants for itself 
and what the world expects from Europe.”78

Consequently, Carandini remained a strong supporter of the two 
main West-European projects, the Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) 
and the European Defence Community (EDC), even though he did not 
agree with the functionalist approach of Jean Monnet. Indeed, he con-
tinued insisting that “[…] facing the military and economic problem 
without making it precede by a political solution means turning the nat-
ural order of things upside down, making the problem unsolvable from 
the very start and waste the energies spent for it.”79 Most of all with 
regard to the spiny question of the EDC, a political union would guar-
antee peaceful admission of Germany into this West-European 
Community without fears of its new hegemonic ambitions.80 By 1954, 
he reminded, in Il Mondo, that a refusal by France and Italy to ratify the 
EDC Treaty “[…] would mean the failure of all the conciliatory politics 
of Adenauer already accused by the nationalists to have betrayed the 
promise […] to give to the German people equality of status in Europe 
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[…],” and a severe danger for the democratic process in that country.81 
Consequently, the end of the EDC, and with it the European Political 
Community (EPC), marked another turning point for Carandini. French 
Prime Minister Mendès France, who had been an ideological inspiration 
for Italian social liberals before, ceased to be a prospective partner for 
Carandini due to his presumed responsibility for the failure of the 
European project.82

Although Carandini’s rapprochement toward Germany itself would 
remain cautious and rational, he nonetheless had much more emotional 
access to the Germanic world thanks to his role in the 1946 De Gasperi−
Gruber agreement about the question of South Tyrol and Trentino. 
Negotiating as ambassador of Italy with the Austrians, Carandini had shot 
down Austrian claims for an outright restitution of the two provinces 
(assigned to Italy in 1919) in exchange for granting them an autonomous 
status. This attempt for a policy of devaluation of frontiers had been one 
of the few Italian successes in the complex of the Peace Treaties.83 The 
region, however, remained troublesome, and at the end of the 1950s 
Carandini intervened with several articles in Il Mondo in which he defended 
the Italian position against the nationalistic claims of the German-speaking 
population in the two provinces.84 Germany and “Germanness” in general 
would, in Carandini’s sub-consciousness, always remain mystically linked 
to a sense of inferiority in democratic education and liberal spirit, whereas 
France and especially Great Britain remained the traditional champions of 
democracy and freedom despite all nationalistic and isolationist 
tendencies.

A Friend of “Il Mondo”
Already around 1948 and 1949, however, Carandini had become increas-
ingly pessimistic about the possibilities for him to influence public opinion 
in Italy. After the failure to gain support for New Liberalism, his European 
message met nationalistic and interest-driven incomprehension by his 
countrymen who preferred to align in a defeatist attitude with the USA in 
NATO or appeal to the United Nations for the restitution of old colonies 
rather than understand the need for Italy to cede its sovereignty to a 
European Federation. “It seems that everything appears to the Italians in 
a deforming mirror […],”, he desperately complained in early 1949, “[…] 
every gentleman crossing the peninsula has his own undulated mirror, 
concave or convex as it may be, and it seems that he enjoys bending the 
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simple line of truth into a thousand antics, to confuse the others and put 
himself in safety from logic and the discomforts that go along with it.”85 
If the Italians didn’t want to follow him, he reasoned, he had to follow 
them while trying to avoid the worst degenerations on their erroneous 
path.

Despite the deceptions he experienced in his domestic and interna-
tional commitments, Carandini would continue to engage in politics but 
with a lower profile and less idealistic ambition than before his revelation 
concerning the perception of his political positions. It was a kind of return 
to the ideal roots of 1943, an attempt for a new start in an even more 
restricted ambience, when he created the Movimento Liberale Indipendente 
(MLI) together with his friend Mario Ferrara in June 1948. The aim was 
to gather the dissidents of the PLI to set up a Third Force among the 
democratic lay parties in Italy.86 The project failed, not for the least part, 
because of its leader’s sheer lack of physical presence in the movement’s 
activities due to his multiple commitments on many different stages—
European federalism, Alitalia, the ICF Bank, the SIOI— which conse-
quently lead to him spending long periods abroad. Pushed by Ferrara in 
1951, Carandini decided to re-integrate the MLI back into the ranks of 
the Liberal Party, which in the meantime had expelled its most reactionary 
elements. On the PLI’s Unification Congress in December 1951, the 
“Carandinians” would finally assume their role as a constituted “liberal 
left” tendency.87

In addition, this new liberal idyll revealed itself to be built on feet of 
clay. Faced with the threat of a rising neofascist−monarchist front after the 
administrative elections of 1952, Carandini would abandon the Third 
Force initiative that had been part of the agreement between his group and 
the PLI and adhere to the much discussed “fraud-law” of 1953,88 which 
gathered the lay parties around the Christian Democrats in an attempt to 
safeguard their centrist majority amidst the awarding of parliamentary 
seats to the winning coalition—a clear deviation from Carandini’s former 
purpose overtly directed against Christian Democracy but justified in 
times of general danger for the very survival of democracy.89

Carandini ran for parliament in Milan in 1953 but failed to be elected 
by just a handful of votes, whereas the only elected liberal candidate in this 
constituency would be Giovanni Malagodi, who had joined the PLI only 
a few months earlier and was renowned for his outstanding expertise on 
economic questions. Soon he would become Secretary General of the 
party and Carandini’s main antagonist.90 The two men had opposing 
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conceptions of centrism beleaguered by anti-system forces but were in 
need of support from their ranks in order to have a majority: Malagodi 
excluded any opening towards the Socialists while not hesitating, on the 
other hand, to vote with the Monarchists and the Neofascists where 
opportune; Carandini did not accept any indulgence toward the extreme 
right but considered a dialogue with the Socialists possible provided that 
they were to detach from the Communists. Faced with Malagodi’s attempt 
to suppress autonomous tendencies within the PLI and lead it in dictato-
rial manner toward an “economic right”—not too dissimilar from Croce’s 
concept of liberal unity in 1946—Carandini and his followers, who were 
mainly made up of the same group of antifascist intellectuals with whom 
he had founded the party in 1943, retired from the direction and led a 
ferocious internal opposition, thus preluding a new split.91

Most of all it was Malagodi’s involvement with the industrialist’s asso-
ciation Confindustria that caused Carandini’s concern. Between 1954 and 
1955, Il Mondo, under the direction of Pannunzio, led a violent campaign 
against Malagodi in defence of the original and pure liberalism indepen-
dent from economic or social interests and located in the centre of politics. 
Since 1949, Il Mondo had been the unofficial organ of the MLI first and 
the “liberal left” thereafter and thus was the main public communication 
medium for Carandini, who used it to recall the spiritual guidance and 
witness of the old “masters”—Croce, Einaudi, Francesco Ruffini and even 
Giovanni Giolitti—to safeguard liberalism.92 The Secretary’s continuous 
attacks on the centrist government and even his own liberal ministers 
were, according to Carandini, proof that “[…] organized interests […] 
have preferred choosing as instrument and shield the P.L.I. occupying and 
distorting it […] from its universal mission to their particular ends. Which 
explains why the right honourable Malagodi had to adopt […] contradic-
tory politics […]” to serve the economic interests behind him.93 “The 
noble party of Croce and Einaudi […],”, Il Mondo stated in early 1955, 
“[…] has been leased (perhaps not even acquired) by Assolombarda” (the 
influential industrialists’ association in Lombardy).94

It was, however, a novelty for Carandini to use polemic personal attacks 
as he did in the case of his dispute with Malagodi even though—or per-
haps because—he had been favouring the economist’s accession to the 
party after the Liberal Unification Congress of 1951 and, at the PLI-
Congress of 1953, had carelessly acclaimed his economic 
laissez-faire-program, not realizing its contradictions with the centre-left 
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political program, which included also a share of state intervention in the 
economic sphere.95 Polarizing the conflict and claiming the reasons of lib-
eralism for his “liberal left” tendency, he now wanted “[…] to avoid, at 
any cost, with any sacrifice, that malagodism and liberalism become syn-
onyms, that the liberal party […] slips fatally to the extreme right […] in 
the desolate company of the monarchic-missino [neofascist] alliance.”96 
Seeing the Liberal Party, which he still considered to be in part his own 
creature, slip out of his hands for a second time seemed to have embittered 
him even more than the failure of 1948.

The circumstances of the December 1955 split of the PLI, however, 
were different because this time the “liberal left” had taken more than a 
year to prepare and organize a follow-up project, which would become the 
Partito Radicale (PR). Compared with the limited attempts of the (sec-
ond) MLI, the PR would be an outright political party with all its struc-
tural features and would gather adherents from a wider and culturally 
more influent area of lay democracy such as former actionists and European 
federalists (Ernesto Rossi), socialists (Leo Valiani, Guido Calogero), Unità 
Popolare (Leopoldo Piccardi) and republicans (Mario Boneschi). 
Furthermore, the conflict within the PLI had also triggered a split by the 
liberal youth organization with the “young liberal left” (Marco Pannella) 
playing an active part in the construction process of the PR, thus making 
it an element of generational transition with Carandini and his friends 
becoming the “old guard.”97

Already, since the times of the (second) MLI, Carandini had taken 
much care to gather young liberals—such as Eugenio Scalfari, Marco 
Pannella, Giovanni Ferrara or Stefano Rodotà—who would all play an 
imminent intellectual role in the Radical Party and in Italian politics in 
general throughout the following decades but, in the act of the party’s 
dissolution in 1962, would often dismiss the positions of their older leader 
Carandini as too moderate.98 The turning point of his radical experience 
were the 1958 elections, which resulted in a debacle for the PR. Carandini 
tried to justify the Radicals’ political alignment oriented against Clericalism 
and Communism at once: “[…] we have to continue […],”, he addressed 
the young radicals, “[…] being active promoters of a ‘republican front’ 
that includes the democratic parties, that refuses communist style frontism 
and stands, despite temptations and compliance, in opposition to Christian 
Democracy.”99 However, his classical Third Force rhetoric could no longer 
convince a generation that had well understood the impossibility of 
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building up a democratic alternative to the DC in Italy without scratching 
at the social−communist door. Such a rupture with the anti-communist 
credo was the proposal made by Carandini’s disciple Marco Pannella, who 
soon became the leader of a new “radical left.”100

Carandini instead was too bona fide in the harmonious political virtues 
and intellectual capacities of the new party. At the second PR-Congress in 
1961, he noted “[…] the absence of any ambitious competition of ten-
dencies of any compromise behind the scenes, of any personal competi-
tion,”101 although many contrasts had already erupted among its various 
components. A few months later, the “Piccardi case” brought a fragile 
equilibrium to collapse. Remaining faithful to his anti-fascist principles, 
Carandini could not accept the presence of a man in his party whose par-
ticipation in Italian−German racial congresses in the late 1930s had been 
proven by historian Renzo De Felice.102 His resignation from the PR in 
March 1962—alongside his old companions Pannunzio, Cattani and 
Libonati—marks the end of his political commitment in Italian domestic 
affairs. After the end of its radical incarnation, New Liberalism, as under-
stood by Carandini, dispersed in a multitude of reformist niche drifts 
partly represented by Christian Democracy, partly by Socialism and other 
political forces, and it would never again unite into one distinctive 
doctrine.

Around the turn of the decade, the attention of Carandini’s contribu-
tions in Il Mondo—in 1956 he had become co-owner of the weekly—had 
focussed more than ever on the international scene, especially after the 
Suez Crisis and the Khrushchev ultimatum of 1958. He had to accept 
the bipolarization of the world and sided decisively with an occidental 
point of view, the democratic West being the only credible agent of his 
anti-fascist and anti-totalitarian creed. Especially in his own country, 
however, he saw a widespread inclination toward relativizing the global 
totalitarian threat. Initiatives, such the Italian Foreign Minister’s invita-
tion to Nasser for a visit in Rome in early 1958, represented, in 
Carandini’s view, nothing but a chance for Moscow to rupture the occi-
dental solidarity,103 and every reproach of imperialism addressed to the 
USA or Great Britain in their opposition to the Egyptian dictator were 
unfounded after the successful decolonization process operated by these 
two countries, each playing its role.104 Remarkably, he even seemed to 
have revised his own three-level model of the mediating Third Force he 
had made a case for 10 years before. He now criticized the Italian “[…] 
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fascination for special missions and mediations […],”, which was, if 
based on such insufficiencies as represented by the weak Italian democ-
racy, just a “[…] squalid pretext for an expansion of influence […] of an 
occult ambitious flavour.”105

This pessimistic assessment of Italy was also extended to Europe. A 
direct agreement between the USA and the USSR, Carandini wrote in 
1960 when distension seemed to substitute escalation in the Cold War, 
was most desirable because “[…] in the absence of a Europe still wrapped 
in its antique quarrels and for its divisions unable to make clear at least 
what it wants, only these two powers together are able to guarantee a 
peace of which today nobody knows in whose hands it lies.”106 None of his 
articles in Il Mondo ever dealt with the European Community founded in 
1957 with the Roman Treaties. It was not the federal politically united 
Europe he had imagined, and the British as well as the East European 
absence made it incomplete with France, again under De Gaulle, which 
was not willing to enlarge it or increase its supranational character. Because 
a triangular world order was out of all realistic perspective, a bipolar order 
balanced by the nuclear equilibrium, the hope for a peaceful coexistence 
with more mutual confidence between the two superpowers, and with a 
subordinated Europe firmly protected by the US nuclear shield remained 
Carandini’s grand design. His series of articles, published in Il Mondo in 
spring 1960 about the main conflict areas of the world under these bipolar 
conditions, ended in May with a pathetic homage to the USA and its 
might while the U2 incident put a temporary end to the signs of 
distension.107

Carandini, however, saw both the Berlin Wall Crisis of 1961 and the 
Cuban Missile Crisis a year later as a proof of the substantial stability and 
security of the international system, showing on one hand unveiled admi-
ration for the reactive capabilities of the USA under Kennedy without, on 
the other, addressing any irrational critique toward the Soviet Union, 
which instead just played its responsible role in a game that it was aware it 
could never win. Carandini’s last articles in Il Mondo were a general analy-
sis of the world’s new situation in spring 1963 after the Cuban Crisis, 
concluding with another enthusiastic adhesion to the United States as the 
ideal world leader and democratic model. His exaltation of the USA was 
probably even more flattering for the virtues of this new champion of free-
dom and progress than his ancient admiration for Great Britain in the 
1940s and before had ever been.108
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Conclusion

Did Carandini represent a lost generation in the sense of the impact pos-
sibilities of his political ideas after the Second World War? We have seen a 
history of continuous failures and re-adaptations of his thought on the 
evolutions of the post-war world ending in the acknowledgement that the 
principal pillars of his original ideological construction—a liberal−demo-
cratic Italy integrated into a federated Europe as mediator on a global level 
between a capitalist and a communist community—had not come true. 
Italy’s liberal-democratic constitutional order was in the early 1960s 
besieged by clerical (partly inclining to open the doors to a neo-fascist 
revival) and communist forces with democratic socialism caught in the 
trap between the two and the residual fringes of liberalism, which bowed 
on one side to industrialist interests and dissolved into an intellectual 
Byzantinism and cranky animosities on the other. Europe was not a supra-
national political union devaluating its inner frontiers—the persisting 
nationalist difficulties in South Tyrol put Carandini’s main diplomatic 
achievement in question—but it was at best a very first step in a process 
that promised to become much longer then he had thought in the late 
1940s and would surely outlive his generation. The world, instead of a 
being peaceful multipolar system of self-neutralizing communities, 
depended on the responsible goodwill of two opposing leaders to shy 
away from annihilating the other for fear of being annihilated themselves.

Carandini had reason to be pessimistic about his generation’s opportu-
nities to see things change: In Italy liberation from the clerical-communist 
deadlock occurred only in the early 1990s—20 years after his death—and 
resulted in an even deeper crisis of those socially advanced liberal−demo-
cratic values he had advocated. The next fundamental step on the way to 
a politically united Europe would be achieved only in 1992 with the 
Maastricht Treaty, still far from what he had in mind and even in trouble 
since the Euro crisis. The bipolar world order based on nuclear balance 
could not have been a long-lasting solution; although it remained stable 
throughout his lifetime, it began to crumble into a multipolar system 
marked by a new climate of nationalism and cultural suspicion and nuclear 
multilateralism in the late 1980s. Here it is interesting to observe that 
Carandini, although not imagining the downfall of the Soviet Union, had 
started, since the early 1950s, to hint at China’s future possibilities as a 
third superpower and to warn against the diffusion of nuclear armament 
to countries other than the USA and the USSR.109
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However, Carandini was a positive thinker by nature who was able to 
see in every setback those aspects that could transform a defeat into a new 
chance. This became evident in the way he identified with and took advan-
tage of his diplomatic mission to London even though it evidently had 
been a manoeuvre to cut short his domestic political career. He did not 
resign in bitterness faced with the unexpected harshness of the Peace 
Treaty but saw the long-term chances for his rehabilitating country in a 
de-nationalized world order. For long, he kept faith in a revival of social 
liberalism, renounced easy exits for a personal political advantage, and 
instead made many attempts to re-launch it even in the most desperate 
circumstances such as in 1948 and again in 1955. When “his” Europe 
failed with the end of the EDC project and the consolidation of the East−
West division after 1956, he made this global order a virtue even though 
he had feared such a scenario back in 1946.

In all this Carandini felt it a mission to connect Italy with the world. In 
a certain sense, his activity as President of Alitalia since 1948 might have 
boosted his perspective in interpreting the fortunes of his country from an 
almost external point of view. The frequent flights to the USA and longer 
stays there in the 1950s and 1960s, which came along with his position, 
surely contributed decisively to developing an almost naïve admiration for 
the outstanding capabilities of the superpower, of which he already had 
appreciated the democratic tradition long before. Thus, it was easier for 
him to overcome his frustrated Europe-centred perspective with Great 
Britain as a leading agent. Overall, Carandini’s commitment to any kind of 
progress can be retraced not only in the political and social spheres but 
also in the technical one as is shown in his fascination for the development 
of new aircraft technology, which he tried to acquire for Alitalia in order 
to make it a leading international air company.110

This was a sense of progressiveness inherited from the nineteenth cen-
tury, though. Moreover, this might lead us to the aspect in which Carandini 
really belonged to a lost generation. His generational “trap” lay in those few 
years in his youth in which he had the chance to get to know the old liberal 
system of Cavourian Italy and the spirit of idealism in its elites before the 
fascist era, not as a negative model to be abandoned in its substance but as 
an immovable groundwork that just needed to be reformed and modern-
ized. Politicians of his own generation, such as Togliatti or De Gasperi, 
would have been even more successful after 1943 if their experience of pre-
fascist liberalism had been substantially negative, not impressed by idealism. 
Carandini’s younger long-time political companions, Cattani and Pannunzio, 
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shared his belief in social liberalism but were much more influenced by a 
realism developed in opposition to fascism as their first political experience. 
Especially Cattani often took care to differentiate his reasons from those of 
Carandini even though on first glance their careers through the Liberal and 
later the Radical Party seemed to have gone in parallel. Nevertheless, 
although Carandini needed to pursue a grand vision to motivate his political 
decisions, Cattani’s action, although tending to a certain moral abstraction, 
was driven by a meticulous detail analysis of the given circumstances.111

It is true that we have noted the rupture in Carandini’s attitude that 
occurred by 1948−1949 and, in a certain sense, that he would accommo-
date the unavoidable tendencies of his times from then on, thus acknowl-
edging his inability to go against the tide and becoming aware that he had 
totally overestimated the democratic maturity of his fellow citizens. His 
second attempt with the PLI after 1951, as well as the acceptance of the 
bipolar world order, showed this on different levels. Even the much older 
Croce, one might conclude, proved more of a realist than Carandini, who 
only some years later would take the same street as his master, whom he 
had criticized for distancing from his own ideals before 1948. In reality his 
devotion to the master was always relative, and we may presume that well 
before 1943 he had already acquired autonomous thought equilibrated 
between Croce, Einaudi, Luigi Albertini (his admired father-in-law, for 
whom he felt indebted to carry on the political heritage after his death in 
1941) and other intellectuals. It would, in this regard, be of some interest 
to learn more about the early personal contact between Carandini and 
these intellectuals during the fascist years just as it would be to learn about 
Carandini’s readings and about the development of his political ideas in 
general in his early years. For the time being, this must remain the duty of 
further research.

However, whatever may have been the roots of Carandini’s thought—it 
might have seemed idealistic, too progressive or also backward-oriented 
for his time and may have contributed to his marginalization in domestic 
and European affairs plus he might seem of doubtful representativeness 
for a well-founded social consciousness because of his privileged social 
position—contradictions between his political purposes and his profes-
sional activities can indeed not be denied. With the distance of several 
generations and in the light of more recent developments on all three of 
the levels on which he focused his attention, a reconsideration of the com-
plex structure of his ideas and guiding principles seems to be overdue, 
especially if considering the ethical inspiration and global vision that con-
stituted the starting point for all of his political thought and action.
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CHAPTER 7

Old and New Democracy: Placing the Italian 
Anomaly in a European Context

Jan De Graaf

The trials and tribulations of the post-war Italian Socialist Party (Partito 
Socialista Italiano [PSI]) attracted much bewilderment amongst its 
(Western) European sister parties. Reporting back from the January 1947 
PSI congress, at which the party saw its anti-communist right wing break 
away, the Belgian socialist Victor Larock noted how the proceedings had 
been marked by the “afterbirth of fascism.” All the foreign delegates had 
been “unanimous,” he explained, that “traces of fascism” had shone 
through in “the violent tone and wording of the interventions, the clear 
presence of hired clappers, [and] the contempt for the minority despite 
continuous invocations of democracy.” Not that the secessionist minority 
was free from “fascist manners” itself, continued Larock. For he had 
learned that “many young followers of [Matteo] Matteotti [one of the 
main leaders of the breakaway party and the son of the famous Giacomo 
Matteotti, the socialist leader of the opposition to Mussolini who was 
murdered in 1924] are proponents of direct action.” Some of these 
youngsters had even armed themselves and “gone underground.”1
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Both in its internal struggles and its outward radicalism, therefore, 
Italian socialism presents an altogether different proposition from what we 
tend to associate with socialist and social democratic parties during their 
post-war “golden age.”2 In fact, historians have often described it as an 
“anomaly” in the otherwise more benign picture of reformist, anti-
communist and governmental (Western) European social democracy.3 It 
would take Italian socialism decades to recover from its “two fatal years” 
of 1947–1948,4 during which the PSI split, found itself removed from the 
government and suffered disastrous losses in the parliamentary elections 
of April 1948. Consequently, the Italian socialists would not lead a national 
government until the 1980s.

This chapter represents an attempt to place the post-war history of the 
PSI in a broader, pan-European context. It will show that we can make a 
lot more sense of the politics of and views taken by the Italian socialists if 
we compare them with their counterparts in Eastern Europe. To be sure, 
the socialist and social democratic parties in post-war Eastern Europe 
only had a short life span because these parties had all been forced into 
mergers with the communists by 1948. Yet, the political agenda put for-
ward by the Eastern European socialists and social democrats closely 
resembled that of the post-war PSI. Much of this revolved around the 
question of democracy. Except for Czechoslovakia, where parliamentary 
democracy had survived during the inter-war years, all the countries in 
Eastern Europe had also experienced prolonged periods of right-wing 
authoritarian or fascist rule. This had left their socialists with a distinct 
belief that practicing democracy in the old bourgeois−liberal model 
would always end up in dictatorship in countries like theirs. In its place, 
they advocated a “new democracy” (“socialist democracy” or “popular 
democracy” were also used in this context), which involved a real reckon-
ing with the fascist past as well as efforts to teach the popular masses 
democracy from the bottom up.

This focus on renewal was personal as much as political. In fact, the 
Italian socialists and their Eastern European comrades frequently defined 
themselves quite explicitly against (some of) the foremost leaders of the 
interwar European socialist and social democratic parties, especially against 
those leaders who had sought accommodation with the capitalist system 
or the bourgeois parties. In the tense atmosphere of the early Cold War, 
they increasingly felt that these old stalwarts of interwar socialism, many 
of whom still played a significant role within their respective parties and 
within the international socialist movement, were making all the same 
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mistakes. The heated debates between the post-war European socialist and 
social democratic parties were thus in many ways a struggle between an 
old generation of socialist leaders and a set of mostly younger challengers 
who had emerged from a lengthy fight against right-wing dictatorships.

New Democracy

So, what was meant by “new democracy”? In the words of its foremost 
Italian protagonist—Lelio Basso, PSI Secretary General in 1947–1948—it 
was “a politics of ever new conquests which affect the structure of the old 
state and crumble its bureaucratic-military apparatus, placing new arms or 
new powers in the hands of the working-classes.”5 This neatly captures two 
of the key dimensions of new democracy. On one hand, it was about trans-
forming the structures of capitalist society to such an extent as to prepare it 
for a transition to socialism. This was to be achieved through “structural 
reforms” (a much-beloved notion amongst the post-war Italian socialists, as 
we will see) within the framework of the capitalist economy, however, unlike 
loathed reformism, never to strengthen capitalism’s resolve. On the other, it 
was about extending the working-class’ grip on power in the struggle with 
the Right. With the threat of a renascent fascism still looming large in coun-
tries such as Italy, that struggle could only be won if all workers gained class 
consciousness through participation in public life. Until then, Basso wrote 
as leader of a party that was still represented in government: “We don’t 
consider the current regime in Italy to be a truly democratic regime.”6

True democracy would never be realized, however, without the fulfill-
ment of a third and crucial pre-condition of new democracy—the political 
unity of the working class. Whereas countries such as Britain and the 
Soviet Union might be so fortunate to see (the majority of) their workers 
united within a single party, both wings of the labour movement com-
manded considerable strength in continental Europe. To prevent com-
munists and socialists from being played off against each other by 
reactionaries yet again, it was imperative that they presented a united 
front. This was the rationale for the PSI to agree a “unity of action pact” 
with the Italian communists in October 1943, which renewal in 1946 
sparked all the problems—the party split, the ostracism from government 
and the decade spent in the shadows of communism—now associated with 
its supposed anomaly. However, instead of dwelling on these already well-
documented issues once more,7 I will now turn to considering the three 
distinguishing features of new democracy in more detail.
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Ends and Means

Right from the liberation, the PSI’s understanding of democracy was con-
ditioned by its fear of fascism returning to Italy and Europe. In one of the 
first documents the newly constituted PSI published, it claimed to be 
democratic in “ends as well as means” but immediately added that “against 
the reactionary threat, it would not hesitate to call upon the workers to 
crush with revolutionary violence every neo-fascist attempt to block the 
people from the road of legality.”8 With their country in a state of near 
civil war for the first years after liberation,9 this sort of rhetoric reflected 
the fright of those right-wing bands still roaming the countryside. Yet as 
the centre-left government gradually established control over the situa-
tion, it quickly became obvious how strongly perceived reactionaries per-
formed even within the boundaries of bourgeois legalism and democratic 
constitutionalism. The coming of the Cold War and the commensurate 
increase of American interference in Italy only further added to the belief 
that a fascist take-over was imminent.

In what was perhaps a symptom of the revolutionary “euphoria” cap-
turing many European socialist parties in the immediate aftermath of the 
Second World War, the Italian socialists initially pronounced fascism 
dead.10 According to Pietro Nenni—the PSI’s Secretary General between 
1943 and 1946, together with Basso, the most important party leader in 
the period under review in this article—fascism was “finished as an organi-
zation, dead as an ideology and buried under the rubble it had generated 
as a movement” in August 1944.11 With reactionary forces also being on 
the back-foot, it was now a matter of dealing with those capitalists and 
agrarians who had backed fascism. Before long, however, it became clear 
that these groups “still had many cards to play.”12 At a November 1944 
inter-regional meeting of the PSI in Northern Italy, it was claimed that it 
was a big mistake to think that the introduction of socialism would not be 
opposed by powerful interests and obscure conservative forces, the sur-
vival of which would “inevitably lead to new fascisms, new wars [and] new 
catastrophes.”13

By that time, Nenni himself had also completely changed his mind on 
the magnitude of the challenge facing democracy in post-war Italy. 
Writing in the party daily, he argued that reactionary forces, after an initial 
period of confusion and disbandment, had reorganized under the banner 
of a constitutional and monarchical neo-fascism. To make matters worse, 
these reactionaries were already wielding influence on some sectors of the 
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anti-fascist front. Armed with a liberal and democratic discourse and with 
a good deal of scare-mongering about the “Bolshevik” danger emanating 
from the communists and the socialists, they were exerting “an irresistible 
attraction” on the liberal and Christian democratic parties. This amounted 
to “the historical problem” of democracy in Italy. Would the centrist par-
ties be able to guarantee a Constituent Assembly operating in freedom 
and legalism, or would the popular masses and the proletarian avant-
garde be forced to open it up “by other means”?14

It was this dilemma of either working with parties with questionable 
sympathies, or preparing for a wholesale revolutionary take-over, that 
shaped socialist politics during the following months. Having left the 
Bonomi Government in November 1944 on account of it curbing the 
competencies of the revolutionary liberation committees whilst handing 
reactionary elements free rein,15 the PSI abandoned its self-proclaimed 
“intransigence”16 to return to power in June 1945. Speaking to workers in 
Milan, Nenni insisted that the party had not re-entered the coalition with 
“the old social democratic illusion” according to which it was possible to 
change the objective social and political conditions of the country from 
within government. However, with “the tissue holding the nation 
together” in rapid decay, the socialists had to step in to prevent those 
forces that would plunge the country into a new civil war from seizing 
power.17 Under these circumstances, the PSI adopted a strategy of relax-
ation. As Nenni pointed out during a Central Committee meeting, a 
repeat of the events of 1919 was to be avoided at all costs.18 That meant 
holding on to the coalition with the Christian democrats and forsaking 
support for any industrial radicalism at least until the elections to the 
Constituent Assembly could breathe fresh life into Italian democracy.

Yet, even before the elections had taken place, some socialists were 
expressing doubts as to the transformative potential of a popular vote in 
post-war Italy. Already in mid-1945, Basso was writing that it would be a 
“dangerous delusion” to attribute “miraculous virtues” to the Constituent 
Assembly. By themselves, electoral rallies “could not give a democratic 
conscience to a people that never had one,” and the experience of 
1919−1922 had demonstrated that “no legal institute, no law [and] no 
parliamentary form could substitute for the democratic education of a peo-
ple.”19 To be sure, a considerable part of the working class (particularly in 
the industrial North of the country) had gained political maturity through 
its involvement in the anti-fascist resistance, but there were still enormous 
crowds that could easily be captured by reactionary propaganda.
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These fears were not allayed by the mixed results of the June 1946 elec-
tions. Even if the PSI was delighted that a republic was established in the 
Italian constitutional referendum, the slight margins by which a monarchy 
so intimately linked to fascism was defeated formed a cause of real con-
cern.20 And although the socialists could be pleased about becoming larger 
than the communists in the Constituent Assembly, the two parties com-
bined were lacking more than 1 million votes for an overall parliamentary 
majority. That reduced the PSI to another stint as “shock absorber” 
between the communists and the Christian democrats within a new centre-
left coalition.21 Quickly realizing that the socialists could not possibly win 
from that position, Nenni was asking his fellow party leaders existential 
questions by August 1946: “Should we, like [socialists] in many countries, 
make an alliance with Christian Democracy?” “Or should we instead enter 
into a left-wing bloc founded on an alliance between socialists and 
communists?”22

The fact that the PSI chose the latter alternative inspired some heated 
debates about the nature of democracy with the parties of Western 
European social democracy. In the first months of 1947, the international 
office of the PSI was still satisfied that it had managed to convince most of 
its sister parties that their united-front politics should not be confused 
with fusionism.23 Yet, this mutual understanding rapidly began to unravel 
as the Cold War turned hot for the first time during summer 1947. The 
pronunciation of the Truman Doctrine being followed so swiftly by the 
Left’s exclusion from government in Italy evoked huge fears of a “Greek 
scenario” (e.g. reactionary forces establishing a dictatorship backed by 
American military might) amongst Italian socialists. By August, Basso was 
complaining during an international socialist gathering that the Western 
Europeans knew very little about the problems of Italy where “the solu-
tion could only be socialism or fascism.”24

Who did understand were the Eastern European socialists and social 
democrats. Themselves part of “new democracies,” they had claimed all 
along that countries without a longer democratic tradition needed “differ-
ent weapons” to protect themselves from the threat of a renascent fas-
cism.25 The concomitant application of police-state methods and violations 
of strict democratic procedures were then necessary evils to achieve the 
higher goal of bringing socialism to their under-developed electorates. As 
one Rumanian social democrat put it during the first post-war International 
Socialist Conference: “We have learnt to see that the war was a result of 
the failure of the German and Italian masses to fight reaction; we do not 
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want to make the same mistake, or allow a Rumanian Hitler to climb to 
power on universal suffrage.”26

During the last months of 1947, the PSI came ever closer to accepting 
this logic. Already during the spring, the socio-political situation in post-
war Poland had received some very favourable coverage in Avanti!27 and 
excellent relations were to develop between the Italian and Polish social-
ists during the coming months. As delegations of the two parties met first 
in Warsaw (August–September), then in Rome (November), there were 
intense murmurings about the imminent establishment of a “Socinform” 
for left-wing socialists who were fed up with Western European domina-
tion of the international socialist movement.28 Matters between Italian 
and Polish socialism on one hand and Western European social democracy 
on the other came to a head at the late 1947 International Socialist 
Conference in Antwerp. Whereas the Western Europeans were beginning 
to ask serious questions of the methods used by socialists in government 
across Eastern Europe,29 the Italians and Poles rather focused on recent 
developments in France. Nenni underscored the danger of counter-
revolution in present-day Europe. Apart from Greece, where counter-
revolution was already triumphant, this threat was strongest in France and 
Italy. However, whereas the PSI at least presented a united front with the 
communists, the French socialists had actually made things worse by 
breaking the unity of the working class at this crucial time. Under no cir-
cumstances, Nenni concluded, could “Italy become a second Greece.”30

Within the post-war international socialist movement, however, the 
Italian socialists and their Eastern European comrades were fighting a los-
ing battle. The amendment (full of references to a putative counter-
revolutionary danger in Western Europe) to the draft resolution on world 
peace proposed by Italian and Polish socialists at Antwerp was defeated by 
14 votes to 3 (with only the Hungarian social democrats supporting the 
amendment).31 The final rupture came 2 months later, when the commu-
nists, backed by their social democratic−coalition partners, grabbed power 
in Czechoslovakia during the February 1948 Prague Coup. Because the 
response to “this crime” against “the principles of Democratic Socialism” 
had immediately been declared “an acid test of sincerity” by the British 
Labour Party, the Italian socialists “shocked” Western European social 
democracy by sending a congratulatory telegram to the leaders of the 
Czechoslovakian social democrats.32 Looking back on these events and the 
subsequent break with Western European social democracy, however, 
Basso noted that the question as to whether democratic methods had been 
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followed during the Czechoslovakian and the other Eastern European 
take-overs was really irrelevant. What mattered was whether socialists rec-
ognized that the proletariat had “the right to wrest power from the hands 
of the dominant class and construct a new social order.”33

Complete Circle

The Italian socialists were adamant that the old dominant class had lost 
every moral right to rule their country. After the bourgeoisie had plunged 
Italy and Europe into the abyss of dictatorship and war, they insisted, 
there was no way for socialists to work with its political representatives 
ever again. As Nenni wrote in one of his first tracts after the liberation, the 
country now stood before a clear choice: “Either a government of workers 
acting in the interest of workers, or a bourgeois government disguising 
under a thin veil of parliamentary democracy an effective economic dicta-
torship.” With fascism, he argued, the bourgeoisie had completed its “his-
torical circle.” It had neither a programme nor the energies to re-invent 
itself. There was no point rebuilding Italy, then, if it was not going to be a 
socialist Italy.34 Yet, as the socialists were soon to find out, the Italian and 
(Western) European bourgeoisie were more resilient than many had 
expected at Zero Hour.35 This prompted the PSI to a reconsideration of 
the mistakes that had seen bourgeois democracy give way to fascism rather 
than socialism during the interwar period.

The lessons were twofold. The first and foremost was that the bour-
geoisie could not be entrusted with the defence of democracy in countries 
such as Italy. After all, fascism had not been the result of a “band of adven-
turists” or the “betrayal of the monarchy” but instead of “the economic 
and political deficiencies of our bourgeoisie.”36 For the PSI, the inter-war 
period had conclusively demonstrated that the Italian bourgeoisie—
despite all its lofty language regarding democracy—was quite willing to 
throw in its lot with reactionary or fascist forces if it considered its eco-
nomic interests threatened by the working class. According to Nenni, fas-
cism had been “the most extreme manifestation” of the bourgeoisie’s 
“chronic incapacity” to understand the needs of the people. From Crispi 
to Mussolini, Italy had been sacrificed to the interests of the dynasty, the 
landowners and the industrialists. Rather than doing anything to improve 
the lives of workers, these groups had spent billions on wars in futile 
attempts to resolve the internal contradictions of their system.37 In the 
same vein, Basso explained how bourgeois society, its riches drained by the 
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First World War, had taken recourse to dictatorship to restore its economic 
pre-dominance in large parts of continental Europe. To halt the historical 
process of the working class becoming the ruling class, “conservative 
forces, capitalist classes, reactionaries, [and] monarchists” had “instigated 
and supported fascism in Italy, Germany, Spain, Hungary etc.” With the 
continent in even bigger ruins now than after the First World War, it was 
“truer than ever that a bourgeois restoration in Europe could only mean 
new fascisms [and] new wars.”38

Accordingly, the post-war socialists always felt uneasy about having to 
operate within the strict confines of bourgeois democracy (or “bourgeois 
legalism” as they preferred to describe it).39 Whilst still in government, 
party leaders would often point to the fragility of democracy in its current 
form. As Avanti! director Sandro Pertini put it at the April 1946 congress 
of the PSI, “Fascism has shown that freedom, if it does not have those 
social reforms associated with socialism at its core, can be obliterated in 
the space of an afternoon.”40 After the party had been removed from 
power, however, its judgments on bourgeois democracy became more 
clear-cut. Speaking of “the Italian problem” at a meeting of European 
socialists, Basso described it as “having no bourgeois democrats.”41

Once again, this kind of reasoning shows striking similarities with the 
arguments some Eastern European socialist and social democratic parties 
were putting forward to defend their uncompromising line toward bour-
geois parties. Claiming a democratic bourgeoisie was lacking in their 
countries, they often contrasted their situation with that of the British 
Labour Party. If Labour was to lose power, one Hungarian social demo-
crat argued, that would at worst result in the introduction of socialism in 
Great Britain being delayed until the next election. If, in contrast, “the old 
reactionary classes would re-take power in Hungary, there would not be 
enough trees in Bakony Forest for their counter-revolutionary regime to 
hang all the true democrats and socialist workers from.”42 The “British 
card” was also played in the debates between pro-communists and anti-
communists within the PSI. At its mid-1945 National Council, Pertini 
reproached Giuseppe Saragat, the future leader of the secessionists, for 
being disingenuous in claiming that there was no longer a danger of vio-
lent reaction returning to Italy. An “educated man” such as Saragat should 
have based his views not only on the situation in Britain and some other 
countries but also on “the objective Italian situation.” Above all, he had 
forgotten that “we are emerging from a dictatorship imposed by violence, 
that Germany is emerging from a dictatorship imposed by violence and 
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that a dictatorship imposed by violence still exists in Spain.”43 He might 
well have included countries such as Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and 
Rumania into this equation.

Sharing their diagnosis that no durable democratic arrangement could 
be reached with the bourgeoisie in countries lacking a democratic tradi-
tion, the PSI applied the same medicine as its Eastern European sister 
parties: a united front with the communists. This was linked to the second 
big lesson of the interwar period i.e. that divisions on the Left had allowed 
fascists to divide and conquer. In a report the party leadership published 
in April 1945, it argued that without the unity of the working class no 
truly democratic politics were possible. The “tragic experiences of the past 
in both Italy and Germany, in both France and Spain” had taught them 
that “every struggle between communists and socialists plays into the 
hands of the reaction.”44 For the sheer magnitude of its consequences, the 
struggles between communists and social democrats in Weimar Germany 
especially captured the imagination of the Italian socialists. Expressing his 
delight that nobody within the PSI supported a politics based on the old 
slogan of “neither revolution, nor reaction” anymore, Nenni warned that 
fighting the communists on the Left would see “us end up like German 
social democracy, i.e. little by little absorbed by reactionary elements.”45 
Likewise, Pertini pointed to the dangers of forgetting about the aims of 
the working class whilst cooperating with right-wing parties within the 
government. It was imperative that socialist ministers questioned every 
measure taken as to its merits for the working class because “the shadow 
of Noske hangs above our comrades in government.”46

Whereas the foremost role of the communist−socialist united front was 
thus to operate as a bulwark against a resurgent Right, it was also intended 
to keep the communists on the democratic path. Pertini already hinted at 
this when he argued it was the function of the PSI “to defend the demo-
cratic conscience within the working-class movement” at the April 1946 
party congress.47 As the coming of the Cold War drove the communists to 
take up increasingly extreme attitudes, these sentiments became more pro-
nounced.48 Writing in 1948, Basso discerned between two mentalities 
within the labour movement. The communists were the hardened guard-
ians of class interests, whilst the socialists were more open to “the needs of 
the larger masses.”49 Only in their combination could these two mentali-
ties lead to true democracy. As Nenni put it in the run-up to the April 
1948 parliamentary elections, the communist-socialist Popular Front 
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offered a democratic solution for the popular masses—“If it fails, […] we 
would be reduced to a choice between bolshevism and fascism.”50

Structural Reforms

The PSI accepted, however, that the political unity of the working class 
was not sufficient to guarantee a democratic development by itself. To that 
end, other social groups—such as peasants, artisans, clerks, functionaries, 
intellectuals and crucially also the petit-bourgeoisie—that had for 20 years 
been the backbone of fascism needed to be won over.51 However, that was 
no easy task. Basso commented that a peasant tended to vote whatever his 
priest told him to, whereas bourgeois society had been shown to be willing 
to take up arms to turn electoral results to its advantage. And even if a 
coalition around the working class managed to take power, it still faced 
some massive challenges. As the “tragic example” of the French Popular 
Front had demonstrated, a “capitalist offensive” could plunge a country 
into such an economic crisis as to prevent it from “reaping the fruits of 
universal suffrage.” It was up to the socialists, then, to make sure that, 
unlike in interwar France, “the hundred plutocratic families” would be 
giving way to “the forty million” in post-war Italy.52

As the PSI programme laid down, this was to be achieved through 
“structural reforms”—land reform, industrial reform, banking reform, 
education reform and reform of the state. This language of reforms, how-
ever, presented a party branding itself as revolutionary with something of a 
theoretical conundrum. After all, how were the structural reforms pro-
posed by the PSI any different from those measures carried through by 
social democratic reformists in most of Western Europe? According to 
Basso, the commonplace notion, i.e. that the old divide between revolu-
tionary and reformist socialism had been overcome—with nobody wanting 
to revive the old capitalist order nor anyone calling for a violent take-over 
these days—was founded on a mistaken conception of revolution. 
Revolution was about bringing a new social class to power irrespective of 
whether that happened by the violence used during the Russian Revolution 
or by the peaceful reforms advocated by the PSI.53

The fundamental error reformists made, therefore, was to believe that 
social reforms within the existing capitalist power structures by themselves 
brought socialism closer. Quite the opposite was true as far as the Italian 
socialists were concerned.54 Reforms carried through within the narrow 
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confines of “bourgeois parliamentarism” only tended to strengthen the 
bourgeoisie’s hold on society. For Basso, reformism amounted to handing 
over the lead of the revolutionary process to the petit-bourgeoisie. From 
Déat to De Man, the history of the socialist movement already knew “too 
many examples of where these deviations of classicism and the proletarian 
ideology could lead to.”55 The structural reforms championed by the PSI, 
in contrast, were intended to break the bourgeoisie’s ability to turn formal 
democracy to its advantage. As Nenni worded it in early 1946, “a republic 
that does not at the same time give us agrarian reform, a republic that does 
not destruct those states within the state that are the large capitalist societ-
ies, that does not put those industrial, commercial and banking firms at 
the disposal of the people, would in reality be a new dress for a dance, that 
the bourgeoisie would give us to overcome its temporary problems.”56

In this sense, structural reforms constituted a second liberation of the 
Italian people, which would be crucial if the country was going to be a 
true democracy. In a document the PSI published on entering govern-
ment for the first time in May 1944, it argued that the new democracy the 
party was fighting for had nothing in common with old parliamentary 
democracy. It would be freed of the “bourgeois deformations that had 
disfigured and corrupted traditional democracy,” whereas its economy 
would be “subordinated to the general interests of society” within the 
framework of a plan “elaborated by works councils, peasants, technicians, 
functionaries and clerks, by the liberal professions, by culture and by sci-
ence.”57 This focus on liberating ordinary people from the shackles of 
bourgeois capitalism remained a constant in socialist thinking on democ-
racy throughout the post-war years. In October 1945, Nenni declared 
that the PSI would demand that the Constituent Assembly got on with 
agrarian and industrial reform. For without land reform, “three-quarters 
of our country would remain subject to the agrarian caste, which has 
always been opposed to democracy.” And if power within the factories did 
not shift from management to the works councils, “we might have free-
dom of expression and freedom of manifestation but the leadership of the 
state would remain in the hands of those former fascists that have now 
turned anti-fascists.”58 Similarly, Basso argued that workplace democracy 
represented what was truly new about democracy. New democracy, then, 
would solve the contradiction of bourgeois democracy, in which democ-
racy stopped “at the gates of the factories, of the banks, of companies in 
general, everywhere where those magic words had been written: private 
property.”59

  J. DE GRAAF



  163

Crushing the power structures on which bourgeois society was founded, 
however, was not the only reason for the PSI’s insistence on a radical over-
haul of socio-economic life: Just as important was its desire to teach the 
Italian people democracy after the experience of fascism and war. This 
concerned the country’s peasant majority first and foremost. According to 
Basso, peasants only had a very basic understanding of their own political 
interests. If faced with such simple questions as whether they approved 
land reform, like in the June 1946 “People’s Referendum” in Poland, they 
would come out overwhelmingly in favor. But come the time of parlia-
mentary elections, those same peasants would vote for all the clerical and 
reactionary parties that wanted to take the land away from them.60 Peasants 
were certainly not the only group, however, that was considered politically 
underdeveloped by the socialists. Even within the working class, there 
were significant pockets of “political analphabetism.” Especially those 
women and youngsters who had not participated in the anti-fascist resis-
tance were often disinterested in political problems, and the socialists 
knew all too well “that every anti-democratic movement had its roots in 
this absenteeism.”61 Participation in public life, then, was key to the moral 
re-education of these groups. It was about getting peasants, women and 
youngsters to attend those grassroots meetings (in factories or on the 
countryside) where their everyday problems were discussed so that they 
would gradually learn to translate these concrete points into more abstract 
ideas on the national political struggle whilst developing “a democratic 
conscience” in the process.62

In these efforts to implement structural reforms and re-educate the 
people, the PSI increasingly looked toward its Eastern European sister 
organizations for inspiration. In August 1947, a three-part series in 
Avanti! painted developments in post-war Czechoslovakia in distinctly 
rosy terms. One month later, after his visit to the country, Nenni was 
describing “the Polish road to socialism” as an interesting alternative for 
Italy. With a communist−socialist united front also facing a strong Catholic 
competition in Poland, he was particularly impressed by the far-reaching 
nature of its agrarian reform and industrial nationalizations.63 And whereas 
Western European social democracy was already widely denounced at the 
January 1948 congress of the PSI, Basso was all praise about the fact that 
“the experience of the interwar period had inspired the people of Central 
and Eastern Europe to realize a new democracy, a structural democratic 
reform that had allowed workers and peasants to finally take the stage in 
political life as well as in their country’s history.”64
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Conclusion

At the December 1947 congress of the Polish Socialist Party, its leader, 
Józef Cyrankiewicz, berated the French socialists entering into an anti-
communist alliance with centre-right parties concluding that the Polish 
socialists were “wiser than the West European socialists by a whole histori-
cal period.”65 Of course, he did not mean the PSI by this because close 
relations between the Italian and Polish socialists had developed during 
the previous months. In fact, in a late 1947 note on the situation within 
the international socialist movement, Labour’s International Secretary, 
Denis Healey, explained that the PSI was “seen as part of East Europe.”66 
If this was the case, it certainly seems anachronistic to only compare the 
Italian socialists with their Western European counterparts and subse-
quently dismiss them as an anomaly. For a better understanding of what 
drove the post-war PSI, as well as what set the Italian socialists apart from 
their Western counterparts, we must include the history of the Eastern 
European socialist and social democratic parties in the equation.

There are many reasons for the striking parallels between the approaches 
advocated by the Italian socialists on one side and their comrades in coun-
tries—such as Hungary, Poland, and Rumania—on the other. Much like 
Italy, these were countries with backward rural economies, with large and 
frequently analphabetic peasant majorities, with strong Catholic and/or 
nationalist movements and without longer democratic traditions. Above 
all, in every single one of these countries the experience of right-wing 
authoritarian or fascist rule had lasted not, like in most of Western Europe, 
just half a decade nor even, like in Austria or Germany, a full decade; dat-
ing back all the way to the 1920s, it had lasted an entire generation.

This generational aspect, so clearly articulated in the above-mentioned 
quote by Cyrankiewicz, found its reflection in the composition of the lead-
ership teams of the post-war socialist and social democratic parties. 
Whereas many of their sister parties were still being led by exponents of 
the interwar old guard, a group of mostly younger and (internationally at 
least) little-known leaders stood at the helm of the PSI and Eastern 
European parties. On one level, this was simply a consequence of the long 
duration and repressive nature of the regimes with which these parties had 
had to contend, which naturally made for a more significant turnover in 
their leaderships. However, it was also linked to the fact that many of the 
older leaders had been discredited after they had tried to find some sort of 
accommodation with right-wing rulers during the inter-war and war 
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years.67 The result was a profound generational mismatch between the 
younger and more revolutionary socialists in charge of the Italian and 
Eastern parties and the older and more moderate leaders of mainstream 
Western social democracy—with far-reaching consequences for the unity 
of the post-war international socialist movement. Or, as Healey wrote to 
Larock in the aftermath of the schism within Italian socialism, “These neo-
Trotskyist ‘impossibilist’ movements among the young Socialists in many 
parts of Europe may easily prove more dangerous to the survival of demo-
cratic socialism than the Communist Parties themselves.”68

Notes

1.	 “Rapport au Bureau sur le “congres du scission” du parti italien.” Fonds 
Max Buset, 77 Rapports de Victor Larock, Institut Emile Vandervelde, 
Brussels.

2.	 Callaghan, John T. The Retreat of Social Democracy. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2000, ch. 1.

3.	 See e.g. Sabbatucci, Giovanni. Il riformismo impossibile. Storia del social-
ismo italiano. Rome/Bari: Laterza, 1991; Cafagna, Luciano. Una strana 
disfatta. La parabola dell’autonomismo socialista. Venice: Marsilio, 1996.

4.	 Colarizi, Simona. “I socialisti italiani e l’Internazionale Socialista.” Mondo 
Contemporaneo 1/2 (2005), 1–62, 1.

5.	 Basso, Lelio. “Compiti nuovi.” Quarto Stato 12 (15-07-1946).
6.	 Basso, Lelio. “Tre punti di chiarire.” Quarto Stato 25/26 (30-01-1947 

and 15-02-1947).
7.	 Cfr. Degl’Innocenti, Maurizio/Ciuffoletti, Zeffiro. Storia del Psi III: Dal 

dopoguerra a oggi. Rome/Bari: Laterza, 1993; Sabbatucci, Giovanni, ed. 
Storia del socialismo italiano V: Il secondo dopoguerra, 1943–1956. Rome: Il 
Poligono, 1981.

8.	 “Dalla dichariazione del Consiglio del Partito del settembre 1944.” 
Orientamenti: Bollettino di Commento e di Indirizzo Politico I–II (18-01-
1948), 9.

9.	 Pavone, Claudio. Una guerra civile: Saggio storico sulla moralità della 
Resistenza, 1943–1945. Turin: Bollatti Boringhieri, 1991.

10.	 On this euphoria (which quickly gave way to disillusionment) in three 
other Western European socialist and social democratic parties, see: Orlow, 
Dietrich. Common Destiny: A Comparative History of the Dutch, French, 
and German Social Democratic Parties, 1945–1969. New  York/Oxford: 
Berghahn, 2000, 44–64.

11.	 Nenni, Pietro. “Motivi di inquietudine all’interno.” Avanti!, 15.08.1944.

  OLD AND NEW DEMOCRACY: PLACING THE ITALIAN ANOMALY… 



166 

12.	 “Documento del Convegno Interregionale del PSIUPAI, novembre 
1944.” In Neri Serneri, Simone, ed. Il partito socialista nella resistenza. I 
documenti e la stampa clandestina (1943–1945). Pisa: Nistri Lischi, 1988, 
336.

13.	 Ibid.
14.	 Nenni, Pietro. “Il vero problema.” Avanti!, 25.11.1944.
15.	 “La crisi del primo governo Bonomi. Dichariazione del Partito Socialista al 

Paese” [10.12.1944]. Orientamenti: Bollettino di Commento e di Indirizzo 
Politico I–II, 18.01.1948, 13–15; “Contro il governo Bonomi, febbraio 
1945.” In Neri Serneri, ed. Il partito socialista, 282.

16.	 “Intrasigenza socialista, febbraio 1945.” In Neri Serneri, ed. Il partito 
socialista, 283–285.

17.	 “Discorso di Nenni al popolo di Milano” [22.07.1945]. Fondo Nenni, 
Busta 87, Fasc. 2191. Archivio Centrale dello Stato [ACS], Rome.

18.	 “Comitato Centrale. Seduta del 17 ottobre 1945.” Fondo Nenni, Busta 
87, Fasc. 2191. ACS, Rome.

19.	 Basso, Lelio. “Per una coscienza democratica.” Avanti!, 29.08.1945.
20.	 During a meeting of the PSI Direzione, Avanti! editor Ignazio Silone 

reminisced about the collapse of the Weimar Republic and concluded that 
for the millions who had voted for the monarchy, the concept of a republic 
should quickly be provided with some content. “Riunione a Roma del 13 
giugnio 1946.” Fondo Foscolo Lombardi. Partito Socialista Italiano, 
Direzione Nazionale, Busta 4, Fasc. 20. Istituto Storico della Resistenza in 
Toscana [ISRT], Florence.

21.	 “Riunione della Direzione – 6 Agosto 1946 (notturna).” Fondo Foscolo 
Lombardi. Partito Socialista Italiano, Direzione Nazionale, Busta 4, Fasc. 
20. ISRT, Florence.

22.	 Ibid.
23.	 “Relazione dell’Ufficio Internazionale.” Fondo Lelio Basso, Serie 15, 

Fasc. 7. Fondazione Lelio e Lisli Basso Isocco, Rome.
24.	 “Internationale socialistische bijeenkomst te Parijs tot herstel der 

Internationale op 18 Augustus 1947.” Archief Partij van de Arbeid 
[Archive of the Dutch Labour Party], Map 2680. International Institute of 
Social History [IISH], Amsterdam.

25.	 See, for example, the open letter to a (fictional) member of the Labour 
Party by a Polish socialist leader, Hochfeld, Julian. “List do towarysza z 
Labour Party.” Przeglad̨ Socjalistyczny 4 (1946), as quoted by: Heumos, 
Peter ed. Europäischer Sozialismus im Kalten Krieg: Briefe und Berichte 
1944–1948. Frankfurt a.M./New York: Campus, 2004, 129–139.

26.	 “International Socialist Conference at Clacton May 17th–20th 1946.” 
Labour Party Archives [LPA], International Department [LP/ID], Box 3. 
Labour History Archive and Study Centre [LHASC], Manchester.

  J. DE GRAAF



  167

27.	 Cannavero, Alfredo. “Pietro Nenni, i socialisti italiani e l’Internazionale 
socialista tra Est ed. Ovest dopo la Seconda Guerra mondiale.” Les 
Internationales et le problème de la guerre au XXe siècle. Actes du colloque 
de Rome (22–24 novembre 1984). Rome: École Française de Rome, 1987, 
252.

28.	 Healey to Matteotti, 03.11.1947. LPA, LP/ID, Box 9, LHASC, 
Manchester.

29.	 In a particularly heated exchange, Dutch delegate Koos Vorrink referred to 
the repression he had witnessed during his recent visits to Eastern Europe 
and asked the Eastern European socialists “how they could continue like 
this.” “Protokoll der internationalen sozialistischen Konferenz Antwerpen 
28 November – 2 Dezember 1947,” Socialist International Archives, Box 
236. IISH, Amsterdam.

30.	 Ibid.
31.	 Ibid.
32.	 “The Labour Party and Italy.” LPA, LP/ID, Box 13, LHASC, Manchester.
33.	 Basso, Lelio. “Sul socialismo europeo.” Fondo Lelio Basso, Serie 15, Fasc. 

6. Fondazione Lelio e Lisli Basso Isocco, Rome.
34.	 Nenni, Pietro. Che cosa è, che cosa ha fatto, che cosa vuole il Partito Socialista, 

[unpublished, 1944] as quoted by Sandro Pertini in: Caretti, Stefano, ed. 
Sandro Pertini. Dal delitto Matteotti alla Costituente. Scritti e discorsi: 
1924–1946. Manduria: Lacaita, 2008, 87.

35.	 On how the Western European bourgeoisie emerged strengthened rather 
than weakened from World War Two more generally, see: Conway, Martin. 
“The Rise and Fall of Western Europe’s Democratic Age, 1945–1973.” 
Contemporary European History 13: 1 (2004), 73 f.

36.	 “Le tesi di Bandiera Rossa, giugno 1944.” Neri Serneri, Il partito socialista, 
166.

37.	 “Il presidente del Partito alla Radio” [01-05-1945]. Fondo Nenni, Busta 
87, Fasc. 2191. ACS, Rome.

38.	 Basso, Lelio. “Per una politica socialista.” Quarto Stato 2, 15.02.1946.
39.	 On the eve of the April 1946 Party Congress, the leadership of the PSI 

published a document admitting that their struggles for Constituente and 
Republic belonged to the bourgeois rather than the socialist cycle of his-
tory. Yet, “one of the teachings of Marxism” was that “a bourgeois revolu-
tion could not be completed if the proletariat does not stand at its head.” 
“Relazione politica della Direzione del Partito per il XXIV congresso nazi-
onale.” Orientamenti: Bollettino di Commento e di Indirizzo Politico  
I–II, 18.01.1948, 26.

40.	 “Al Congresso di Firenze.” In Neri Serneri, Simone/Casali, Antonio/
Errera, Giovanni, eds. Scritti e Discorsi di Sandro Pertini. Volume I, 1926–
1978. Rome: Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, Dipartimento per 
l’Informazione e l’Editoria, 1992, 78–79.

  OLD AND NEW DEMOCRACY: PLACING THE ITALIAN ANOMALY… 

http://www.persee.fr/web/ouvrages/home/prescript/issue/efr_0000-0000_1987_act_95_1
http://www.persee.fr/web/ouvrages/home/prescript/issue/efr_0000-0000_1987_act_95_1
http://www.persee.fr/web/ouvrages/home/prescript/issue/efr_0000-0000_1987_act_95_1


168 

41.	 “Internationale socialistische bijeenkomst te Parijs tot herstel der 
Internationale op 18 Augustus 1947.” Archief Partij van de Arbeid 
[Archive of the Dutch Labour Party], Map 2680. IISH, Amsterdam.

42.	 Quoted by Braunthal, Julius. Geschichte der Internationale, vol. III. 
Hannover: Dietz, 1971, 170  f. A similar point was made in the above-
mentioned letter to a (fictional) member of the Labour Party by Polish 
socialist leader Julian Hochfeld. In it, he claimed that if the Tories would 
have won the 1945 General Election, Labour would just have had to wait 
for 5 years to get another shot at power: “Not so for us. We are convinced 
that, if we were to lose power, we would have to retake it not from conser-
vatives but from fascists, and not at the ballot box but in an armed strug-
gle.” Hochfeld. “List do towarysza.” Heumos, ed. Europäischer 
Sozialismus, 131.

43.	 “Intervento al Consiglio Nazionale del Partito Socialista.” In Caretti, ed. 
Sandro Pertini, 149.

44.	 “Relazione della Direzione del Partito al 3° Consiglio Nazionale di Roma.” 
Orientamenti: Bollettino di Commento e di Indirizzo Politico I–II, 
18.01.1948, 17.

45.	 “Comitato Centrale. Seduta del 17 ottobre 1945.” Fondo Nenni, Busta 
87, Fasc. 2191. ACS, Rome.

46.	 “Intervento al Comitato Centrale.” In Caretti, ed. Sandro Pertini, 186.
47.	 “Al congresso di Firenze.” In Neri Serneri/Casali/Errera, eds. Scritti e 

Discorsi, 78 f.
48.	 Especially after the founding conference of the Cominform (Oct. 1947) 

had divided the world into war and peace camps, there was much appre-
hension within the PSI about the communists embarking on “a programme 
of agitations and sabotage.” See the discussions within the PSI Direzione: 
“Riunione della Direzione (1^ e 2^ seduta del 15 ottobre 1947).” Fondo 
Foscolo Lombardi. Busta 5, Fasc, 41, ISRT, Florence.

49.	 Basso, Lelio. “Sul socialismo.” Fondo Lelio Basso, Serie 15, Fasc. 6. 
Fondazione Lelio e Lisli Basso Isocco, Rome.

50.	 Partito socialista italiano. Congresso nazionale “Roma 19–22 gennaio 
1948,” 19/01/1948–22/01/1948, 360 f. Fondo Partito socialista ital-
iano (Psi) – Direzione Nazionale. Serie 20: Congressi nazionali e internazi-
onali. Sottoserie 1: Congressi nazionali. Fondazione di Studi Storici Filippo 
Turati, Florence.

51.	 “Relazione politica della Direzione del Partito per il XXIV congresso nazio-
nale.” Orientamenti: Bollettino di Commento e di Indirizzo Politico I–II, 
18-01-1948, 28. On the significance of the middle classes (term inter-
changeably used for petit-bourgeoisie) not “succumbing to the capitalist 
bourgeoisie yet again” if Italy was to “become a true democracy,” see also 
Nenni, Pietro. “Le classi nella lotta per la democrazia.” Avanti!, 
11.08.1945.

  J. DE GRAAF



  169

52.	 Basso, Lelio. “Il discorso del compagno Basso: La secessione è un atto che 
non ha soltanto ragioni personalistiche, ma ragioni più profonde di men-
talità e di sensibilità politica.” L’Idea 10, 08.03.1947.

53.	 Basso, Lelio. “Socialismo al bivio.” Quarto Stato 6/7, 30.04.1946.
54.	 Just how broadly this anti-reformist sentiment was shared within the post-

war PSI is attested to by the fact that even Saragat affirmed that he and his 
allies were no reformists in an August 1946 session of the PSI Direzione. 
“Riunione della Direzione – 6 agosto 1946 (notturna).” Fondo Foscolo 
Lombardi. Partito Socialista Italiano, Direzione Nazionale, Busta 4, Fasc. 
20. ISRT, Florence.

55.	 Basso, Lelio. “Socialismo al bivio.” Quarto Stato 6/7, 30.04.1946.
56.	 “I problem interni e internazionali della democrazia italiana. Discorso pro-

nunciato da Pietro Nenni a Palazzo Ducale il 3 febbraio 1946.” Fondo 
Nenni, Busta 87, Fasc. 2191. ACS, Rome.

57.	 “La politica socialista dopo la crisi governativa, 1 maggio 1944.” In Neri 
Serneri, ed. Il Partito Socialista, 149.

58.	 “Discorso di Nenni al popolo di Milano” [22.07.1945]. Fondo Nenni, 
Busta 87, Fasc. 2191. ACS, Rome.

59.	 Basso, Lelio. “Risposta a un invito.” Quoted by: Rossi, Emanuele. 
Democrazia come partecipazione: Lelio Basso e il PSI alle origini della 
Repubblica 1943–1947. Rome: Viella, 2011, 243 f.

60.	 Basso, Lelio. “Socialismo europeo.” Quarto Stato, 16, 15.09.1946.
61.	 Basso, Per una coscienza.
62.	 Ibid.
63.	 Rossi. Democrazia come partecipazione, 270–272.
64.	 Partito socialista italiano. Congresso nazionale “Roma 19–22 gennaio 

1948,” 19.01.1948–22.01.1948, 75. Fondo Partito socialista italiano 
(Psi) – Direzione Nazionale. Serie 20: Congressi nazionali e internazionali. 
Sottoserie 1: Congressi nazionali. Fondazione di Studi Storici Filippo 
Turati, Florence.

65.	 “Twenty-Seventh Congress of the Polish Socialist Party” [December 
1947], The National Archive, London, FO 371/66097 N14846.

66.	 “European Socialism,” LPA, LP/ID, Box 13, LHASC, Manchester.
67.	 The inter-war leadership of the Hungarian Social Democratic Party, for 

example, had not covered itself in glory by signing a pact with the right-
wing authoritarian government of its country in December 1921. In return 
for being left in peace by the government domestically, the social demo-
crats undertook to forsake on political strikes and support the govern-
ment’s foreign policy. Even if the Italian socialists obviously never worked 
with the fascist regime in their country, some of its older leaders managed 
to discredit themselves as well. Angelo Tasca, the anti-communist reform-
ist who became one of the main leaders of the PSI (i.e. the exiled PSI in 

  OLD AND NEW DEMOCRACY: PLACING THE ITALIAN ANOMALY… 



170 

France), after the announcement of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, fell 
from grace in 1940 after he threw in his lot with the Vichy regime. See 
Lorman, Thomas. “The Bethlen-Peyer Pact: A Reassessment.” Central 
Europe, 1: 2 (2003), 147–162; De Grand, Alexander. “‘To Learn Nothing 
and to Forget Nothing’: Italian Socialism and the Experience of Exile 
Politics, 1935–1945.” Contemporary European History 14: 4 (2005), 
539–558.

68.	 Healey to Larock, 27.01.1947, LHASC, LPA, LP/ID, Box 3.

  J. DE GRAAF



171© The Author(s) 2018
J. Späth (ed.), Does Generation Matter? Progressive Democratic Cultures 
in Western Europe, 1945–1960, Palgrave Studies in the History of Social 
Movements, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-77422-0_8

CHAPTER 8

Inheriting Horror: Historical Memory 
in French Socialists’ and German Social 

Democrats’ Fight for European Democracy, 
1945–1958

Brian Shaev

When one is an insoluble part of a people, as the SPD is of the German people, 
that involves consequences. No one can free himself from the bond of belonging 
to a class or nation. It is like an inheritance — one takes over the debts as well 
as the assets. (—Kurt Schumacher to the International Socialist Conference 
in Zurich, 8 June 19471)

Two years after the end of the Second World War, Kurt Schumacher 
addressed a transnational conference of European socialists on behalf of 
his party, the German Social Democratic Party (SPD). Formally request-
ing the SPD’s (re)admittance into the international socialist community, 
Schumacher spoke of the “debts” and “assets” that were his party’s 
“inheritance.” Schumacher was aware that before he and his international 
colleagues could begin to contemplate the future, there would be a frank 
and painful reckoning with the horrors of the recent past. Anticipating the 
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at-times hostile questions that were to come, Schumacher opened the 
meeting by binding past, present and future together in a metaphor of 
mutual obligation.

The concept of inheritance is a fruitful entry point for an analysis of 
how historical memory shaped the political culture not only of post-war 
German social democracy but of French socialism as well. To bequeath is 
to pass a heritage through time and between people, that is, between gen-
erations. “No one can free himself from [this] bond,” Schumacher said. 
The sense of compulsion that the past imposed on the present in the 
period after the Second World War is at the heart of this chapter. The argu-
ment, however, proceeds a step further. Although the emphasis of 
Schumacher’s remark is on the “insoluble” relationship between the SPD 
and the German people, he places the “bond of belonging to a class” 
alongside that of nation. As we shall see later in this text, this allegiance to 
multiple (if overlapping) communities was not a remark isolated to trans-
national discussions; it was a strong feature of post-war SPD leaders’ 
domestic discourses as well. These dual allegiances also emerge in state-
ments, both public and private, of post-war French socialist leaders.

The temporal and spatial characteristics of German social democratic 
and French socialist discourses on democracy in the decade after the 
Second World War bear so much in common that it is appropriate to anal-
yse the party leaderships as a single generation of socialist politicians in 
post-war Europe. Most scholars of generation and memory continue to 
conceptualize their objects of study within national boundaries (except for 
recent comparative and transnational studies of the generation of 1968).2 
This leads to a general neglect of the possibility that, under specific sets of 
circumstances, transnational “memory communities” and generations 
may emerge. Jan Assmann writes that, in national memory communities, 
people “live in a shared world of symbolic meaning,” accept the nation’s 
“foundational memory” based on canonical texts and incorporate their 
personal experiences or “biographical memory” within the overarching 
memory culture.3 In cases when memory is integral to a group’s identity, 
Pierre Nora designates these “memory communities” with “debts and 
inheritances from the past,” concepts that emerge in the quotation from 
Schumacher that opens this chapter.4 Generation, meanwhile, “remains a 
highly ambiguous concept” in academic literature.5 For Jürgen Reulecke, 
“generation and generationality are, in the end, not tangible entities but 
rather mental, often very zeitgeist-dependent constructs through which 
people, as members of a specific age group, are located or locate themselves 
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historically.”6 The centrality of age and demography remains contentious 
in the literature on generation. Jean-François Sirinelli writes, “In political 
history, generation…appears [to have]…a chronologically elastic struc-
ture.”7 These authors are emblematic of their field in that they analyse 
generations as nationally bound entities, German in the case of Reulecke 
and French for Sirinelli.

Generation and memory studies have called attention to divisions 
within national spheres. Below the “macro-formation of one culture,” 
according to Jan Assmann, one finds “an array of cultural micro-
formations.”8 Historians of memory, such as Henri Rousso, have analysed 
political parties as having distinct memory cultures.9 Scholars also agree 
that there was no homogenous memory discourse within Western 
European countries during the post-war period.10 In France, the resistance 
mythology was claimed by socialists, communists and Gaullists, but they 
presented different narratives of recent French history and contrary visions 
for the future.11 Although historians of West Germany have emphasized a 
“community of silence” in the 1950s, the SPD frequently objected to the 
prevailing memory discourse of the time.12 Another set of historians have 
pointed to the importance of generational differences within political par-
ties, for instance, the “‘45ers” and “68ers” in the SPD and the post-war 
generation around French Socialist leader Guy Mollet, the Algerian War 
generation that arose in the late 1950s to oppose him and the broader 
generation of 1968 that then followed.13

Although a number of recent works have encouraged scholars to con-
ceptualize historical memory in a European context, memory and genera-
tion studies have not really considered the impact of sustained transnational 
contact between sub-national groups, transnational exchanges and the 
possibility of the formation of transnational memory communities.14 The 
international socialist community—its rituals, symbols and institutions—is 
an ideal subject to explore the European dimension of generation and 
memory. The present chapter is a step in this direction. Scholars of genera-
tion emphasise the importance of a “founding moment,” especially for 
those who “experienced times of radical upheaval and new beginnings,” 
that serves to foster a “common vision of historical events.”15 Social psy-
chologists, for their part, have shown how experiences of collective trauma 
often serve as the strongest basis for bonds among group members.16 This 
chapter explores how the chain of events from the collapse of Weimar 
democracy to the Second World War facilitated a convergence of socialist-
memory cultures in post-war France and Germany.
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French socialists and German social democrats often presented their 
experiences of exile, imprisonment, and torture during the Nazi and Vichy 
regimes as having resulted from their socialist identity in a European anti-
fascist struggle. Party leaders shared much in common in their analyses of 
the rise of Nazism, their assessment of non-socialist political forces, and 
the trajectory of post-war West German and French democracy. From 
these memorial discourses, both parties asserted a democratic legitimacy 
to present a post-war program for economic and social transformation. As 
Schumacher claimed, “our legitimacy comes from history, from the 
past.”17 Expectations for the future are often at the margins of memory 
studies, but—as Jon Cowan writes about post-war France—“assumptions 
of continuity between past and future meant that debates over the nation’s 
future essentially hinged on the politics of memory,” a claim that is equally 
valid for West Germany.18 This chapter explores how SPD and SFIO nar-
ratives of what went wrong in the past—the lessons that each party derived 
from those experiences for their present and the proposals they designed 
for the future—often bore more in common with one another than they 
did with other political forces within their own nations. The SPD and 
SFIO also made frequent reference to the histories of their neighbours 
when interpreting developments in their own country. At crucial moments 
when their post-war democracies appeared threatened, party leaders inter-
preted their politics in a wider European context rather than as being 
bound within national borders. Taken together, these commonalities 
demonstrate that is a worthwhile endeavour to analyse these politicians as 
a single generation in the history of European social democracy.

Historical Legitimacy in French Socialist 
and German Social Democratic Discourses Emerging 

from the Second World War

In a series of meetings in 1947, European socialists debated the (re)admit-
tance of the SPD into their family of parties, then known as COMISCO, 
the predecessor of the Socialist International established in 1951. A domi-
nant feature of these discussions was the SPD’s (in)action in the events 
leading up to the Nazi conquest of power in 1932–1933 and the relative 
impotence displayed by the German anti-fascist resistance during the 
Third Reich. Socialist delegates from the Netherlands and, in particular, 
from central Europe turned the proceedings into a sort of tribunal, in 
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which the SPD’s leader, Kurt Schumacher, attempted to achieve legiti-
macy for his renascent party through a defence of the SPD’s struggle and 
suffering during the preceding 15 years.

Schumacher pleaded for the understanding and sympathy of his social-
ist colleagues. The discussion focused at first on the SPD’s decision to 
preserve its name, signalling organisational and ideological continuity 
with the inter-war and turn-of-the-century SPD. Marinus van der Goes 
van Naters, a Dutch delegate of the PvdA, a party that changed its name 
from a Socialist to a Labour party after the Second World War, pointedly 
demanded of Schumacher: “Is the SPD ready to acknowledge its pre-war 
failure and start as a new party?” In response, Schumacher conceded SPD 
errors, which he rarely did in public. He rejected, though, his Dutch col-
league’s link between inter-war failures and the necessity of renouncing his 
party’s inheritance:

You must see that it was necessary to reassemble what forces were available and 
for this purpose the power of attraction of an old banner is stronger than any 
new organisation…I always belonged to the rebels in the old party, but to deny 
the old party on that account we will never do. The party made mistakes now 
and again, also tactical errors, but it was the party that strove for great prin-
ciples which are today still demanded by the world and you should not make our 
failure your standard of judgment in all things. It is not always the better man 
who wins.19

Here Schumacher received crucial support from French socialist represen-
tatives. Party leader Guy Mollet reminded his Socialist colleagues that his 
party had also resurrected its name and argued that this was no reason to 
exclude the SPD from international socialist meetings. In the end, 
COMISCO approved the (re)admittance of the SPD.

Although battles for historical legitimacy generally took place within 
national political arenas, the cataclysm and traumas of the Second World 
War transcended borders, destroyed national myths, discredited political 
movements of the right and hoisted to power a new set of political elites 
who competed with one another to articulate new discourses of national 
memory during a period of confusion and dislocation. Although the idea 
of a “Zero Hour” (Stunde Null) was a myth of the period, Nazi rule in 
Germany, the collapse of the French Third Republic and the “National 
Revolution” in France left ideological and mythological vacuums in 
Germany and in France. With fascism and collaboration having fallen into 
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public disrepute, French socialists and German social democrats attempted 
to formulate, propagate and cement new memorial discourses to legiti-
mate their parties’ claims to political power. They sought, through repeti-
tion at party congresses, political rallies, in party presses and in parliamentary 
bodies to win normative status for their narrations of the past in order to 
achieve collective authority for the politics of their present and future.20 
Central to these rhetorical efforts were assertions by both parties that they 
were the most democratic of the political movements in their countries 
during both the inter- and post-war periods.

To make these assertions convincing, the post-war generation of SPD 
and SFIO leaders prevented the re-emergence of inter-war party leaders 
whose past actions had compromised their credentials as defenders of 
democracy. The SPD voted against the Enabling Act that marked the end 
of the Weimar Republic in 1933, but it remained overwhelmingly passive as 
Nazi storm troopers solidified the NSDAP’s political victory by conquering 
the streets of Germany. Schumacher was well known for advocating violent 
resistance to the NSDAP as a leader of the republican Iron Front in 
1931–1933, activities that led to his arrest and long-term imprisonment. 
Such actions, however, were those of a clear minority within the 
SPD. Schumacher did not make much of his own resistance activities after 
the war, but his ascent to leadership was in effect a retroactive endorsement 
of his activism during this fateful period and a condemnation of the impo-
tency of the SPD leadership in the last years of the Weimar Republic. 
Schumacher’s reaction to a German communist campaign in 1945 to 
malign a prominent official of the Weimar-era SPD, Carl Severing, who had 
preached non-resistance as Prussian Interior Minister in 1932 and who now 
sought a new leadership role in the post-war SPD, was an implicit rejection 
of the SPD’s Weimar leadership. Schumacher refused to lend his own legiti-
macy, nor that of his party, to Severing’s public efforts to defend himself.21

Although the SPD unanimously rejected the Enabling Act of 1933, 
thus allowing it to retrospectively claim credit for having opposed the 
Nazis in the Reichstag, SFIO deputies split their votes when—in the chaos 
of the French military defeat of 1940—the National Assembly convened 
in Vichy and voted full powers to Marshal Philippe Pétain. Although the 
Socialist tally did not break down completely along the factional lines of 
the late 1930s, for the most part a pacifist wing around party leader Paul 
Faure voted for Pétain’s investiture and sought to integrate itself into the 
new institutions of the “National Revolution.” Anti-fascists around par-
liamentary leader Léon Blum voted in opposition and provided the first 
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cadres of the underground SFIO resistance. Emerging from the Second 
World War, the SFIO undertook the most profound post-war purge of 
any French political party.22 Underground party leader Daniel Mayer 
pushed for the exclusion of all deputies who had voted for Pétain’s inves-
titure (the party later allowed a few to re-join if they had proven resis-
tance credentials), all mayors who had remained in office under Vichy 
without explicit party approval, all socialists who had praised Vichy or 
the occupiers in any way and anyone known to have been involved in 
black-market activities.23 These actions allowed the 1944 SFIO Congress 
to declare during the liberation of France, “The party has carried out a 
victory upon itself…It has chased from its breast traitors, cowards, 
weaklings.”24

Post-war socialist leaders defended the democratic constitutions of 
their inter-war republics from the stigma of having failed to prevent the 
rise of dictatorships. The narrative developed in Blum’s À l’Échelle 
Humaine set the contours around which the SFIO developed its critique 
of the Third Republic and its vision for a Fourth. Casting judgment on the 
politics of the Third Republic, Blum admitted that there were elements of 
“instability, of discontinuity, of inefficiency” but declared that, “Taken as 
a whole, the Third Republic, like the Second and the First, was an honest 
regime.”25 He saw the failures of the inter-war period not in democratic 
institutions but in those who directed them. Schumacher, for his part, said 
in 1946 that, “the Weimar constitution was undoubtedly the best in the 
world. How come this modern constitution worked so terribly[?]…it 
[was] due to the spirit [of the time] and the people who wielded it.”26 
Fritz Erler, later an important SPD official, made a similar point in January 
1947: “It was much less a sign of the weakness of the Weimar Constitution 
and much more of the Weimar Republic….Democracy in Germany did 
not surrender in 1919 during the building of the constitution, but rather 
in the years thereafter…”.27

SFIO and SPD leaders put forward aggressive claims to lead their coun-
tries towards democratic futures by arguing that their parties had foreseen 
the dangers of fascism in the inter-war period. In the SFIO’s narrative, 
France’s property-owning class had committed treason because it preferred 
Adolf Hitler to Blum, who had led the Popular Front governments of 
1936–1938. The underground party press declared in 1941 that the 
French military defeat of 1940 was a “catastrophe desired and prepared by 
[French fascists].”28 In 1943, a clandestine socialist newspaper claimed that 
socialists had correctly understood the challenges of the inter-war period:
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We are “men of the past”? Error: we are the men of the future. The truth is that 
in the past we were already the men of the future. We foresaw yesterday what 
would come to pass, we presented solutions that were not carried through and 
which, if they had been accepted, would have avoided this catastrophe…29

On 6 May 1945, Kurt Schumacher struck a similar tone in his first pub-
lic speech since 1933. He recalled the SPD slogan of the 1930s that 
“Hitler means war” and claimed in countless speeches over the next year 
that the German people had not adequately heeded the SPD’s warning.30 
Schumacher resurrected his inter-war rhetoric, invoking his belligerent 
1932 speech to the Reichstag, in which he called the Nazis “Neanderthals” 
and Nazism the “pinnacle of human stupidity.”31 The SPD presented a 
social-democratic version of the “Sonderweg,” Germany’s “special path.” 
Schumacher assigned an economic origin to Nazism, proclaiming that 
“German’s large property class (Großbesitz) knew what it was doing! …
Heavy industry, armaments capital, militarism and all their vassals, who 
afterwards seek to distance themselves from what the Nazis tried to do, 
bear as mid-wives of Nazi tyranny the full responsibility for everything that 
happened.”32 “The Social Democratic Party,” Schumacher told his inter-
national socialist colleagues in June 1947, “was the only party in Germany 
whose members made real sacrifices for freedom and democracy during 
the period of the [Weimar] Republic’s crisis.”33

The politics of memory were also central to socialist efforts to discredit 
other political groups. Socialists propagated their own narratives of these 
groups’ histories. In his May 1945 speech, Schumacher portrayed a 
German liberal movement condemned by its historical failures: The 1848 
revolutions marked the original sin of German liberalism when the German 
bourgeoisie sided with reactionary forces.34 In December, he proclaimed 
that, “The great ideas of the great French Revolution have no place any 
more among our German liberals; they now only have sanctuary among 
the socialists.”35 Schumacher repeatedly attacked the German Communist 
Party (KPD) for targeting the SPD and not committing itself to the 
defence of Weimar democracy. He went so far as to claim that, “If the 
KPD had not sabotaged democracy together with the Nazis and the 
German Nationalists, we would have had no Third Reich and no Second 
World War.” Nor did he spare the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), 
led by the former mayor of Cologne, Konrad Adenauer. In his June 1947 
comments to COMISCO, Schumacher said that, “The CDU is the great 
collector (Sammelbecken) of property-owners, Nazis and reactionaries.”36 
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The CDU and SPD engaged in a running war of words as they competed 
to become the largest party of post-war Germany. In response to CDU 
criticisms of the passivity of SPD inter-war leaders Otto Braun and Carl 
Severing, Schumacher responded with this criticism of the CDU’s prede-
cessor, the Centre Party, during the final years of Weimar:

…since Mr. Adenauer likes to speak so much of Braun and Severing—who 
negotiated for a governing coalition with the Nazis in summer 1932? Who 
wanted to rule together with the Nazis? It was the Centre Party and also that 
part of the Centre Party that Adenauer and his cohort represented. And finally, 
dear Assembly, Mr. [Franz] von Papen was also previously a Prussian local 
delegate of the Centre Party. …the right-wing of the Centre Party, represented 
by Dr. Adenauer and his friends, is unteachable and is engaging in the same 
politics and the same hateful and objectionable methods with those who have 
already once destroyed democracy.37

Schumacher concluded that, “democracy in Germany is today not much 
stronger than the Social Democratic Party.”38

In France, SFIO leaders thought that socialism was “master of the 
hour” after the Second World War.39 Their initial concern was to convince 
Free French leader Charles de Gaulle to declare publicly his support for 
democracy and overcome his disdain for political parties. As Mayer stated 
in 1944: “A democracy cannot live without parties, without the loyal 
competition of diverse political organisations.”40 By 1945, the party found 
itself locked in a dispute over the powers of the National Assembly vis-à-
vis de Gaulle’s executive. Socialist André Philip, who had joined de Gaulle 
in London exile, declared in frustration: “We want him [de Gaulle] to stay, 
but we also want him to get used to democracy.”41 Although Blum had 
called for a strong executive in À l’Échelle Humaine, the SFIO generally 
shared the republican consensus that equated republicanism with parlia-
mentary rule. A presidential system, to the SFIO, meant “personal rule,” 
in other words, a dictatorship based on the Bonapartist model. After de 
Gaulle resigned from his post as premier and gave a June 1946 speech 
denouncing the parliamentary system, Blum declared the need for a 
“Third Force” coalition charged with “republican defence” against the 
Gaullist right and communist left.

Soon after the ratification of a new constitution, the French Fourth 
Republic appeared endangered from the right and the left as de Gaulle 
hammered the government for inadequately defending French interests 
and the Communist Party adopted an aggressive attitude after the tripartite 
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government ended in spring 1947. In summer, Socialist Premier Paul 
Ramadier spoke of the need to “defend the Republic” and warned darkly 
of “conspirators who…have formed associations intending to wield vio-
lence against the Republic.”42 Massive strikes broke out in French industry 
in 1948, which the government treated as an attempted coup d’état to 
overthrow democracy and install a soviet-style system on the model of the 
recent Prague coup in Czechoslovakia.43 In Germany as well, vivid memo-
ries of the inter-war period and a wave of strikes led the SPD to worry that 
poor economic conditions could prove fatal for post-war democratization. 
With democracy seemingly under siege in France by 1947 and hardly 
begun in Germany, French socialists and German social democrats observed 
in dismay that their designs for economic democracy, which they consid-
ered a necessary prerequisite for political democracy, stalled as the political 
winds shifted to the right. Increasingly on the defensive within a few years 
of the end of the war, neither French nor German socialists were confident 
that their nations’ futures would be democratic.

A New Beginning or Restoration? Socialist Doubts 
About French and German Democracy, 1949–1952

When West Germany held its first federal elections in August 1949, SPD 
leaders were convinced that a “restoration” of Germany’s traditional, anti-
democratic political culture was under way.44 Party leaders argued that, 
without Allied interference, revolutionary elements in Germany would 
have enacted a more far-reaching and effective purge of the public admin-
istration and economy. Without such a purge, Schumacher declared, “for 
the second time the revolution threatens to wash away.”45 At party con-
gresses, SPD officials lamented that U.S. and British occupying authorities 
had reinstated former Nazis to positions in the bureaucracy and police. 
Although they considered the underground Nazi movement to be inca-
pable yet of “dramatic and dynamic action,” they worried about the impact 
inter-party jockeying for the votes of former Nazis would have on the 
wider political culture.46 The re-staffing of bureaucracies with people who 
had exhibited a marked hostility to the left during Weimar seemed to bode 
poorly for the inculcation of a new democratic spirit.

SFIO and SPD leaders often relied on a common set of recent historical 
examples to craft their assessment of German Christian democracy at the 
birth of the Bonn republic. Although Allied governments expressed relief 
that political forces programmatically committed to democracy won the 
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vast majority of votes in the 1949 elections, the slight advance of the 
CDU/Christian Social Union (CSU) over the SPD caused consternation 
in both the SPD and the SFIO. The SFIO launched a press campaign call-
ing for the SPD’s inclusion in a grand coalition.47 The examples of 
Christian dictatorships in Spain, Portugal and inter-war Austria shaped 
SFIO and SPD views of Christian democracy. Salomon Grumbach, the 
SFIO’s leading expert on Germany, told the 1949 SFIO congress, “There 
is the Christian-Democratic Party, which may be a democratic party, but is 
far more Christian,” and he explicitly compared developments in Germany 
with those in France, noting that former Pétainists were joining the 
Christian democratic (MRP) and Gaullist (RPF) parties.48 Four days after 
the CDU/CSU victory, Schumacher cast this judgment: “Inside the 
Christian Democrats there is a large right-wing movement that is very 
reserved towards democracy. Also, their clerical core likes more the 
Christian state in the style of the Austria of [Engelbert] Dolfuss or [Kurt] 
Schuschnigg and of [Francisco] Franco’s Spain.”49 Two years later, 
Grumbach presented the CDU through the prism of a dangerous, trans-
national Catholic political ascendancy in Western Europe.50

As occupation controls began to fall in Germany, a moderate yet clear 
recrudescence of neo-Nazi activities and far-right politics made international 
headlines from 1949 to 1952, shaking the politics of the young republic. A 
series of amnesty laws to free people from de-Nazification, the readmission 
of former Nazis into government administration and a public campaign for 
the pardoning of German war criminals represented a reassertion of right-
wing elements in West German society who had kept a prudent silence dur-
ing the early years of occupation. Most ominous of all was the emergence of 
a political party of former Nazis, the Socialist Reich Party (SRP), the rheto-
ric, means of mobilisation and organisational structure of which mimicked 
those of the NSDAP.51 The SRP has received relatively little attention 
from historians, but its presence on the early democratic scene did much 
to shape the early political culture of the Bonn republic. After years argu-
ing that Germans would more effectively de-Nazify the country if left to 
do it on their own, the SPD faced the situation that it was the occupation 
authorities, not the German government, that acted as the decisive agents 
in the suppression of neo-Nazi movements.52 Abroad—as part of its cam-
paign to regain full German sovereignty—the party argued that reports 
about neo-Nazism were sensationalist and exaggerated and that the far 
right did not represent a credible threat to German democracy. At home, 
however, social democrats criticized the lax attitude of the government, 
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engaged in direct confrontations with the far right and fretted that neo-
Nazism was gaining a foothold within the more establishment parties.

In November 1949, German Party deputy and former Nazi Party 
member Wolfgang Hedler gave a speech in which he claimed that Germans 
bore “minimal guilt” for the Second World War and that anti-Nazi German 
resisters were “national traitors.” Most incendiary of all, he said, “It is pos-
sible to have differing opinions about the question of whether gassing the 
Jews was the means of choice. Maybe other ways could have been found 
to get rid of them.”53 A social democratic official recorded his comments 
and reported it to the party. In January 1950, Hedler was put on trial for 
disparaging the memory of German resisters, for insulting Jews and for 
inciting violence. The list of co-plaintiffs, including Schumacher and SPD 
deputy Jacob Altmaier, who was Jewish, propelled the trial into the inter-
national spotlight. Two of the three presiding judges had been former 
Nazi party members. They created a peculiarly narrow standard of guilt: 
whether or not Hedler’s comments indicated that he approved the gassing 
of Jews. On this basis, the court acquitted Hedler. To SPD leaders, the 
Weimar practice of judges acting leniently towards right-wing agitators 
appeared to be reasserting itself.

Five days after the verdict, Schumacher asked, “Who will protect us 
against these judges, who, due to the will of local occupation authorities, 
are made up of at least 70 per cent former Nazis? … Especially the judges 
who have lost all the respect of a large portion of the people and who car-
ried out the work of the primitive Gestapo officers, must first earn our 
trust.”54 In March 1950, the SPD central committee dedicated a whole 
session to “Defence against Neo-fascism.” The SPD’s leader in Schleswig-
Holstein told the meeting, “We must ensure that the police are with us 
and forbid any militarist organisation.” Schumacher responded that, “the 
police are unreliable and the justice system is against us.”55 The same day 
as the Hedler verdict, the SPD introduced two bills into the Bundestag. 
The first, a “Law against the Enemies of Democracy,” called for the impris-
onment of those who threatened force against the republic, who 
“render[ed] the republic’s flag contemptible or impugn[ed] the dignity of 
a group of people on the basis of race, belief, or [world view],” or insulted 
the memory of victims. The second bill would retroactively legalize the 
actions of those who had resisted Nazism in 1933–1945.56

The party executive decided to set up an internal office to track and 
respond to neo-Nazi movements. Personal notes from SPD Vice-Chairman 
Erich Ollenhauer’s archive provide a snapshot of the SPD’s assessment of 
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neo-Nazism. He wrote that there were not sufficient laws to suppress 
these types of parties and that the state and police were proceeding with 
excessive hesitation: The “State must prove its authority … [because] 
Neo-fascist powers only recognize strength.”57 Local SPD chapters organ-
ised counter-demonstrations with other groups each time a SRP speaker 
came to town. Regional SPD interior ministers, after street brawls at SRP 
rallies, banned SRP leaders from speaking in Schleswig-Holstein and 
Lower Saxony, the largest bastions of far-right support in post-war West 
Germany. After SRP leader Fritz Dorls called the Bavarian Social 
Democratic Interior Minister Wilhelm Hoegner “the most despicable 
subject the German earth has ever brought forth” for attending the 
Nuremberg executions of German war criminals, the Bundestag lifted his 
immunity.58 Dorls was placed on trial for slander, and Hoegner banned 
SRP rallies in Bavaria. In February 1950, Schumacher said that “the great 
sin of the Weimar Republic is repeating itself” and, due to its alleged reluc-
tance to condemn right-wing movements, “The German middle is making 
the same mistake as during the Weimar Republic.”59 SPD leaders later 
welcomed the decision of the German constitutional court to ban the SRP 
in 1952.60

As they denounced anti-democratic groups in Germany, SPD leaders 
expressed even greater concern about political developments in France. In 
a September 1945 speech, Schumacher highlighted how democracy was 
more historically implanted in England and France than in Germany.61 
However, when the new Gaullist Party (RPF) achieved great success in the 
1947 French municipal elections, Schumacher looked at events in France 
with foreboding: “What we must consider is the fact that a people with 
such a tradition of democracy, with four revolutions, voted…70% in its 
large cities for potential hangmen of democracy.” Worst of all, he declared, 
“is the fatal parallels in France with the political situation of Germany in 
1932.”62 The growing alienation between socialist parties and working-
class voters, who tended to support communists in France and in Italy, 
augured poorly for European democracy: “Where developments have led 
to distance between workers and social democrats, the middle classes are 
not in a position to maintain democracy over the long term. We are expe-
riencing that already in the rocking [taking place] in Italy and in France.”63

In private, SFIO leaders largely agreed with this dire assessment. French 
socialists did not view France to be immune from the fate that befell inter-
war German democracy. Mollet echoed Schumacher’s despair in September 
1947  in a SFIO party executive meeting: “if we go on like this, in six 
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months we will all end up in concentration camps.”64 A year later he said 
that, “The present situation is quite similar to that of Germany in 1932.”65 
That both SFIO and SPD leaders turned to the example of 1932 Germany 
to interpret events in late-1940s France indicates the weight that memo-
ries of Weimar’s collapse exerted on their interpretations of the present. 
The analogy of the Weimar Republic had such strength that SFIO leaders 
at times debated tactics through contrary interpretations of the “lessons” 
of Weimar. In January 1949, the SFIO National Council discussed whether 
to continue participating in a Radical-led government that was steadily 
moving to the right. Édouard Depreux couched his opposition to partici-
pation by stating:

German Social Democracy was filled with good faith when, in agreement with 
the Catholic Centre to fight on two fronts against Hitler and the communists, 
it went from concession to concession until it accepted participation in 
[Chancellor Heinrich] Brüning’s government, the social policy of which is not 
so different from a government directed by the Radicals in France. Result: a 
large part of the German proletariat marched to the communists.66

Mollet defended participation with a counter-narrative: It was only after 
multiple elections and permanent agitation that Hitler seized power. For 
Mollet, forcing the dissolution of the French Assembly would only benefit 
communists and Gaullists.

Operating within national boundaries, few historians have analysed 
how revisionist and reactionary sentiment about the wartime experience 
peaked in France and Germany during the same years. In 1951, the 
French electorate returned an Assembly considerably to the right of its 
predecessor. The SFIO acquiesced uncomfortably as an amnesty bill for 
Vichy collaborators began emptying prisons during a period when neo-
Pétainist sentiment reached an apogee. Observing events across the 
Rhine, Schumacher stated that without the U.S., France and Italy would 
already be dictatorships.67 He called France “the weak point” of democ-
racy in Europe. His analysis of the French election was apocalyptic, and he 
compared the SFIO’s tactics with those of the Weimar-era SPD: It was “a 
Hitler election result. If the Socialists enter government or tolerate a 
minority government, the process of dissolution will take place.”68 
Grumbach recalled that a sense of fatalism helped Hitler rise to power and 
warned his socialist colleagues privately that it could do so in France as 
well.69 As support for a new de Gaulle government grew, Mollet told a 
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party meeting, “That day the [SFIO] Directing Committee will have to 
call for a rebellion including everyone, including the [communists]. To 
accept de Gaulle is to accept a dictatorship. A popular demonstration 
could be effective even if broken.”70 The siren call of a new Popular 
Front—and the deep-seated resistance this eventuality evoked within the 
Cold War-era socialist party—complicated internal party discussions 
about how to effectively defend parliamentary democracy.

Historical memory of Europe’s tumultuous inter-war period framed 
this generation of socialist leaders’ understanding of the predicament fac-
ing French democracy. In September 1951, Mollet told the SFIO National 
Council, “De Gaulle’s fascism is as dangerous for us as it was for the other 
democracies—even if it is different…[and] the comparison is misplaced in 
certain regards—the fascism of Hitler, the fascism of [Benito] Mussolini…
it resembles more that of [Portuguese dictator António de Oliveira] 
Salazar…the day when Hitler was called to power, in Germany, it was after 
a quite similar electoral success…as that just achieved by the RPF.”71 
Although hopes for a stable democratic regime in France rallied in the 
years that followed, worse was to come.

An Authoritarian Contagion? The Consolidation 
of Christian Democracy in West Germany 

and the Fall of the French Fourth Republic, 
1953–1958

The CDU/CSU victory in the 1953 federal elections (its vote increased 
14.2% to reach 45.2% as the SPD vote stagnated) unleashed a wave of fear 
in the SPD leadership that the CDU might use its newfound strength to 
eliminate the bases of democratic opposition in Germany. In the lead-up 
to the elections, Erler warned, “political Catholicism [has] a tendency 
towards authoritarian state-building.”72 The new party leader, Erich 
Ollenhauer, who replaced Schumacher after his death in 1952, stated, 
“We are closer today in the Bundesrepublik to an authoritarian system than 
to a free Volksstaat” due to “the authoritarian attitude of the government 
and above all of the head of government towards the parliament.”73 SPD 
leaders fretted that far right and unreformed Nazis were joining the 
Christian democrats, thereby “strengthen[ing] the restorative, nationalist 
and authoritarian politics of the CDU/CSU.”74 Ollenhauer’s analysis in 
private party discussions was directly informed by the Nazi electoral 
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success of 1933. He warned that the CDU would likely attempt a “syn-
chronization process” [Gleichschaltungsprozess] to eliminate the indepen-
dence of the trade unions, the press, the arts, and the state (Land) 
governments.75 Faced with signs of “a totalitarian and war-like danger” as 
the government pressed for German rearmament, Ollenhauer called on 
the SPD to vigorously contest such efforts “before it is too late.”76 A few 
years later, the party opposed the banning of the Communist Party by the 
Constitutional Court, a ruling that followed a request by Adenauer’s gov-
ernment. Ollenhauer told the SPD parliamentary group that the decision 
was “political foolishness that will in the long term bring only damage to 
democracy.” Furthermore, “we must strongly protest that the 
implementation [of the ruling] by the police, the arrests, the house 
searches and police seizures in certain cases are being carried out in the 
spirit of the purges after the Reichstag fire of February 1933.”77

Having shared the SPD’s assessments of German democracy due to a 
similar understanding of the recent past in 1946–1951, the experience of 
SFIO leaders with Christian democracy in France, and its dealings with 
CDU politicians in international fora in the 1950s, led them to a contrary 
interpretation of the 1953 election. The SFIO leadership now considered 
the CDU to have proven its democratic credentials and welcomed its suc-
cess at the polls. No doubt to avoid a confrontation with SPD delegates at 
a Socialist International meeting in February 1954, Mollet crossed out the 
following statement from his speech: “The vote of September 1953 was a 
great victory for democracy and for Europe. The democratic parties—our 
Social Democratic friends and Adenauer’s CDU, won votes and seats to 
the detriment of nationalists and the Communist and Nazi parties have 
been practically struck from the political map.”78 This comment foreshad-
owed the amiable spirit of cooperation that Mollet developed with 
Adenauer during his tenure as French premier in 1956–1957. Lamenting 
the state of French politics in November 1957, Mollet told a socialist audi-
ence, “I dream of a [French] conservative party on…the German model.”79 
The politics of memory, despite their resiliency, are never set in stone.

Although fears of renewed German militarism reached a crescendo in 
French politics during the European Defence Community debates of 
1954, concerns for German democracy steadily lost their potency within 
the SFIO leadership during the 1950s. The SPD’s reaction to the CDU’s 
thumping victory of 1957, when the CDU/CSU became the first party in 
German history to reach an absolute majority, demonstrates that the SPD 
leadership, unlike SFIO leaders, continued to mistrust Adenauer. The 
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party press stated, “German democracy must now pass its trial by fire” 
because “the electors of the Federal Republic have given the CDU an 
absolute majority and with it carte blanche to build one party rule.”80 
Important elements within the party privately argued that such fears were 
exaggerated, but publicly the SPD sounded the alarm against Adenauer. 
In January 1958, Ollenhauer wrote, “The attempted Gleichschaltung of 
regional elections, the plans of the Interior Minister to build a state secu-
rity office and Adenauer’s dangerous line of thought that the opposition 
has no rights shows [that]…the governing party is orienting itself more 
and more in a conservative-restorative direction.” Adenauer, the text went 
on, “is exploiting his position of power to build an authoritarian one-man-
system in a centralized unity state and is therefore endangering 
democracy.”81

It was France, however, that faced the most serious threat to parliamen-
tary democracy. After a narrow victory in 1951 for pro-regime parties, the 
December 1955 national elections took place amidst a popular tax revolt 
led by Pierre Poujade. The small-town, lower middle−class demographics 
of the Poujadist movement and its violent anti-parliamentary rhetoric 
invited comparisons with inter-war fascism.82 In October 1955, socialist 
Gérard Jaquet worried that little was needed to spark a fascist uprising.83 
After the election, Mollet gave a similar view: “We know well that in 
France there is a permanent fascist movement …” more dangerous than 
the Gaullists because it contains “the hardest, youngest, most aggressive 
elements. The immense danger I see in Poujadism are the violent demon-
strations that it will provoke, that could lead to a new Popular Front 
directed by the [PCF] and the [Communist-aligned trade union] C.G.T.”84 
In a dynamic that recalled 1934–1935, the leadership received reports of 
local SFIO chapters collaborating with Communists, portending a grass-
roots Popular Front from below. The perceived danger of the far right and 
left-wing unity efforts played a role in the SFIO’s decision to lead a 
“Republican Front” governing coalition in January 1956. Whereas Mollet 
worried that “an impotent majority” led by the Socialists would be “sui-
cide [for] the party and democracy,” André Philip and Christian Pineau 
put forth the “republican defence” argument that, when the republic was 
in danger, the SFIO must come to its aid. Under party pressure, Mollet 
agreed to become premier.

Mollet’s government was the longest lasting of the Fourth Republic, 
but it struggled to contain growing domestic discontent, runaway infla-
tion, and an escalating war to maintain French rule in Algeria, the success 
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of which many socialists believed vital to the survival of the regime. Other 
socialists broke with the government over Algeria, with Philip, for instance, 
accusing Mollet of “creating the psychological conditions that slowly 
formed in Germany after 1930 and brought about the basis of the fascist 
movement.”85 Mollet’s government was followed by a series of short-
lived, acrimonious coalitions in 1957–1958. Socialist participation in these 
ad hoc coalitions faced growing internal opposition.86 Comments from 
disgruntled SFIO deputies were similar to the view Ollenhauer had 
expressed a few years earlier of the miniscule Italian Social Democratic 
Party (PSDI), which allied with Italy’s Christian democratic-led govern-
ment: “A Social Democratic Party that enters a coalition in which its polit-
ical power is not necessary, but rather represents only an auxiliary resource, 
carries itself to its own grave.”87

The prospect of a military “State within a State” à la Weimar had done 
much to shape the SPD’s opposition to German rearmament in the 1950s. 
Now it reset the terms of debate within the SFIO. On 13 May 1958, the 
Algiers European population revolted against the government for alleg-
edly preparing to abandon French Algeria. In the dramatic days and weeks 
of May–June 1958, much of the military leadership in Algeria rallied to its 
side. Facing a military revolt, the dominant historical analogy for Mollet 
was not Germany in 1932 but rather the attempted coup by Spanish 
General Francisco Franco in 1936 and the eventual victory of his forces in 
the ensuing Spanish Civil War. Jules Moch, again Interior Minister, 
reported that the army was in full revolt and that he had no faith that the 
metropolitan police would resist a military invasion of Paris. Backroom 
bargaining, rumours, and memories of the June 1940 Assembly investi-
ture of Pétain combined to create a toxic mood in the party. As calls for 
“de Gaulle to power” mounted throughout the country, the socialist par-
liamentary group was furious to learn that its leadership had entered into 
secret negotiations with him. Whispers of “treason” punctuated socialist 
meetings. Many socialists saw Franco’s image in de Gaulle, but Mollet 
now disagreed, saying that he preferred de Gaulle to a “Francoist 
government” or a “government of colonels.”88 Casting his eye over recent 
European history, Mollet reminded his colleagues that no internal revolu-
tion had overthrown a military regime in Europe without foreign inter-
vention. Monnet’s narrative of the Spanish Civil War’s implications for 
France signalled his new openness to allying with de Gaulle to break the 
impasse in Algeria.
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In a climate of fear that paratroopers would soon land in Paris, Mollet 
and other leading politicians attained enough concessions from de Gaulle 
to maintain the pretence of republican legality for a transitional govern-
ment. After 13 years of denouncing de Gaulle, Mollet now asked the SFIO 
to support his return to power. A series of tense meetings, in which some 
socialist deputies called for a broad anti-fascist coalition with the PCF, 
resulted in a 77–74 vote in de Gaulle’s favour. However, a slim majority of 
SFIO deputies then voted against de Gaulle’s investiture in the National 
Assembly on 1 June 1958. Mollet and two other Socialists entered de 
Gaulle’s cabinet, to which the parliament granted full powers and charged 
with the task of writing a new constitution. Angry and bitter, a large num-
ber of SFIO deputies who opposed de Gaulle seceded to form the 
Autonomous Socialist Party (PSA), which later became the Unified 
Socialist Party (PSU). As the SPD’s envoy to a PSA party congress reported 
to Ollenhauer, the socialists of the new party “think that democracy no 
longer exists (police measures, newspaper censorship, one-sided radio 
broadcasting, military intervention in political events)” and “fear—and 
say it openly—that de Gaulle is preparing a military dictatorship that will 
support itself strongly on the upper clergy of the Catholic Church.”89

As the Fourth Republic collapsed, Ollenhauer warned party officials 
privately in June 1958 that, “the developments of the last ten years in 
France bear certain resemblances to the period between 1930 and 1932 in 
Germany.”90 The SPD sympathized with the SFIO’s anti-Gaullist faction, 
but after Moch told Ollenhauer that he had lost authority over the police, 
the SPD leadership urged party members to restrain their criticism of 
Mollet. As events unfolded in France, Herbert Wehner said to the SPD 
central committee, “The strengthening appetite for authoritarian 
tendencies can also be a formidable problem for us,” while Ollenhauer 
warned that “repercussions are to be feared in Germany.”91 In October, 
Ollenhauer said that “there are plenty of people [in Germany] who would 
very much like to imitate de Gaulle’s example.”92 In the face of a possible 
civil war in France, the SPD could do little more than hope that the Fifth 
Republic would prove less authoritarian than it feared while girding itself 
against Adenauer’s alleged wish “to be a second de Gaulle.”93 After the 
new French constitution created a presidential system to replace parlia-
mentary rule, the SPD worried that events in France would act as a conta-
gion in Germany, especially after Adenauer launched a campaign to move 
from the Chancellorship to the Presidency.94 Ollenhauer told SPD officials, 
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“One must unfortunately say that the prospects that the November [1958] 
elections in France will result in a parliament that conforms to our concep-
tion of parliamentary democracy…is quite slim…What will this mean for 
Europe? What will this mean for Germany…? Our [Christian democrats] 
already have a lot of sympathy for a system in between democracy and 
dictatorship…and [will say] that we must now adjust our constitution…”95 
Memories of the inter-war years, when dictatorship spread from one 
European nation to the next, loomed large in the SPD’s ominous analysis 
of events in France at the dawn of the Fifth Republic.

Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated how a transnational collective memory of 
the inter-war period among the first generation of post-war SFIO and 
SPD leaders informed their analyses of democracy in France and in West 
Germany from 1945 to 1958. In private discussions, each party consid-
ered the other country’s past, and that of other Western European coun-
tries, to be directly relevant to their understanding of political developments 
in their own nations. This generation of post-war SFIO and SPD leaders 
interpreted their recent traumas and the prospects for democratic futures 
not only within national but also within transnational and European per-
spectives. In addition, this chapter has argued that, under the influence of 
narratives of what happened in Europe in 1932–1945, the SPD and SFIO 
leaderships viewed their democracies to be under sustained threat for 
more than a decade after the war, a threat borne out by events in France 
in 1958 if not in Germany. The SFIO leadership gained confidence in 
West German democracy before the SPD, whose leaders looked to the 
future with caution and even pessimism through the 1950s. Historical 
experiences and narratives sustained a psychological atmosphere of fear, 
isolation and mistrust among the post-war generation of SPD leaders.

In 1959–1960, the pull of the past weakened within each party. The 
SPD abandoned its revolutionary program of social and economic trans-
formation at its Bad Godesberg party congress in 1959. In 1960–1961, it 
began a public campaign to find “common ground” (Gemeimsamkeit) 
and stopped criticizing the “authoritarian” nature of Christian democ-
racy, most dramatically when it took a moderate stance in the 1962 Spiegel 
affair after Adenauer’s government threatened to bring treason charges 
against a leading magazine for publishing secret documents and for criti-
cizing German defence policy. During the 1960s, the SPD presented itself 
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to the German electorate as the “better party” rather than the only true 
democratic party. With the nomination of the youthful Willy Brandt as 
SPD candidate for chancellor in 1961, the SPD dampened the apocalyptic 
tone of its historical narratives and sought alliances with liberals and 
Christian democrats, thus paving the way for the party’s participation in 
ruling coalitions from 1966 to 1982. The context of French politics 
shifted as well. Many socialists continued to denounce the authoritarian 
tendencies of de Gaulle’s presidency, branded him a dictator-in-the-mak-
ing, and hoped to restore parliamentary rule in France. In contrast, a 
larger group of socialists saw de Gaulle as the only person capable of 
resolving the Algerian War without destroying French democracy. In the 
mid-1960s the political culture of France and Germany changed as social-
ist leaders found themselves contesting new interpretations of the traumas 
and lessons of the inter-war period that were being aggressively put forth 
by the student generation of ‘68. Politics in Western Europe had entered 
a new era.
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CHAPTER 9

Two “Difficult Outsiders”? Anti-fascism, 
Anti-Nazism and Democracy in Lelio Basso 

and Wilhelm Hoegner

Jens Späth

It might seem a bit strange to define Lelio Basso and Wilhelm Hoegner as 
two “difficult outsiders.” Usually, we think of an outsider as someone who 
is isolated, detached or even excluded from activities or concerns of his or 
her community. However, can two of the most prominent socialist and 
social democratic politicians in Italy and Germany during the period after 
the Second World War be classified as such? Both men were leading figures 
within their parties: Basso as secretary general of the Italian Socialist Party 
(PSIUP) and Hoegner (SPD) as two-time and up to now the only Social 
Democratic prime minister of Bavaria. “Der schwierige Aussenseiter” was 
even the title of Hoegner’s autobiography, which clearly flirted with this 
image.1 Nevertheless, one could disagree with his self-perception. 
Historians in favor point to the difficult relationships both protagonists 
had with their parties and remind us e.g. of Basso’s withdrawal from the 
Partito Socialista Italiano’s (PSI’s) executive (direzione), its central com-
mittee and the entire party or of Hoegner’s multiple thoughts of 
withdrawal.2
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To access the complex topic of socialist and social democratic politics 
after 1945  in Italy and (West) Germany I suggest focusing on two key 
words: anti-fascism/anti-Nazism and democracy. Both shall serve as a cen-
tral thread for the analysis of Basso’s and Hoegner’s policies up until the 
early 1960s. Geographically, the study allows us to compare anti-fascism in 
its country of origin with anti-Nazism in Germany as the country that 
overtook the former example, Fascist Italy, and became the dominant 
totalitarian power in Europe. To facilitate readability only, the general 
adjective “socialist” will be used when we talk about Italian socialists and 
German social democrats. What does anti-fascism in the post-war period 
mean? The definition of the term has changed several times3 from political 
counter-movement to Italian fascism, then against right-wing dictator-
ships in general, and to German National Socialism in particular but also 
to the republican camp during the Spanish civil war.4 After 1945, this 
common anti-fascist front line persisted in all new or re-founded political 
parties, but the term was increasingly replaced in Germany by “anti-
communism” during the Cold War and the partition. The Italian socialists 
instead collaborated closely with the communists until 1956.5 The central 
question of this paper will be how did Basso and Hoegner refer to anti-
fascism in Italian and to anti-Nazism in Bavarian and West German demo-
cratic politics using different terms—which was due to the contemporary 
political situations in Italy and Germany—and what allows us to draw 
interesting conclusions for the respective party politics? From a socialist 
point of view, only a social democracy seemed acceptable. However, the 
theoretical problem of democracy and socialism, the not-finally-clarified 
attitude towards parliamentary democracy, and the ambitions to set up a 
people’s democracy remained a constant challenge for Basso and Hoegner.

In its first section, the paper briefly summarizes the protagonists’ expe-
riences with fascism and National Socialism to better understand their dis-
course and actions. It raises the question as to what extent can we apply 
the concept of generation as communities of collective experience to both 
politicians?6 Second, selected aspects of their political ideas and activities 
after 1945 will be discussed. Third, comparison of the political biogra-
phies of two significant democratic politicians addresses some similarities 
and differences between the post-war Italian and German political left and 
argues for a wider, more general perspective. Because Basso and Hoegner 
never met nor contacted each other—as far as the author knows—this is 
just about comparative history; transnational elements can be mostly 
excluded.
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As far as the state-of-the-art concerns, the research on both politicians 
has produced various books and articles—yet a complete biography of the 
life of Lelio Basso by a single author is still missing. Two younger Italian 
scholars, Roberto Colozza and Emanuele Rossi, each published a partial, 
but thoughtful and innovative biography, together covering the period 
from 1943 to 1958. Rossi’s book on Democrazia come partecipazione in 
particular touches the argument of democratization, which this paper 
deals with.7 Even more recently, Chiara Giorgi and Giancarlo Monina 
came up with the first complete biography of Lelio Basso in two separate 
volumes.8 In contrast, Wilhelm Hoegner has been the object of several 
articles and books, including the one and only biography written by Peter 
Kritzer in 1979.9 This study tries an Italian/German–comparative per-
spective on both politicians highlighting the post-war period and combin-
ing an analysis of democratic politics with the memory of anti-fascism. The 
research on two single left-wing politicians is meant to be embedded into 
a larger perspective on socialist politics in Western Europe during the 
post-war period.10 For this purpose, the extensive publications and private 
archives of Lelio Basso (in the foundation of the same name in Rome) and 
those of Wilhelm Hoegner (in the archive of the Institute for Contemporary 
History in Munich) have been exploited.

Generational Aspects: Background and Belief 
Systems of Basso and Hoegner

Lelio Basso and Wilhelm Hoegner—the former secretary general of the 
PSI in 1947–1948 and the latter Bavarian Prime Minister for the 
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD) in 1945–1946 and again 
from 1954 to 1957—have many things in common: Both joined their 
respective political party after the First World War (Basso in 1921 and 
Hoegner in 1919); both studied law; both faced prison and exile during 
fascism and national socialism; both played a major part in re-founding the 
PSI in 1943 and the Bavarian SPD in 1946, respectively; both were mem-
bers of constituent assemblies (Basso of the Italian and Hoegner of the 
Bavarian in 1946); both co-determined the post-war politics of their par-
ties; both brought forward impressive scientific and journalistic works, 
and both concluded their political careers as highly esteemed moral 
authorities until their deaths in 1978 and 1980, respectively.

Nonetheless, we can find striking differences in their lives: Basso, 15 
years younger than Hoegner, came from a liberal middle-class family in 

  TWO “DIFFICULT OUTSIDERS”? ANTI-FASCISM, ANTI-NAZISM… 



200 

Liguria and enjoyed a profound education, earning university degrees in 
law and philosophy. In contrast, Hoegner, born in Munich in a modest 
railway man’s family, was only able to attend high school to study at great 
costs and thanks to hard work and diligence. Although Basso’s entry in 
the PSI at age 18 and his choice to study law occurred under the convic-
tion of Marxist theory, Hoegner joined the SPD as an “emotional social-
ist” only in 1919, after having suffered from social injustice, humiliation 
and insults at an early age.11 Despite his profound theoretical studies, the 
humanistic, intellectual Basso never lost contact with the working class. 
He was particularly capable of sparking enthusiasm in the young anti-
fascist generation for democratic socialism—perhaps because he himself 
belonged to a “special generation” with society and not with family being 
the central reference.12 Since the First World War as the watershed of the 
century, he pursued a radical pedagogical concept that defined politics as 
education and culture as historical consciousness. Although Hoegner 
remained faithful to the SPD for his whole life, Basso rubbed the party’s 
executive the wrong way several times and was expelled in 1963. Another 
difference consists of the fact that Hoegner was two-time Bavarian Prime 
Minister and as well served as Secretary of State for Justice and Home 
Secretary, whereas Basso never held a government office. Last, but not 
least, Basso was internationally active in academics and justice, but 
Hoegner’s focus remained rather limited to Bavaria, although also was a 
member of several transnational organisations.

In 1933, 45-year old Hoegner was forced to flee from the Nazis into 
Austrian and then Swiss exile, whereas Basso was imprisoned on the island 
of Ponza in 1928 at age 24. If we reason from generational group-building 
in a horizontal way by age-specific units of activity, our protagonists were 
part of different generations: Hoegner belonged to a demographic cate-
gory and emotional community that grew up in Wilhelmine Germany. He 
unsuccessfully volunteered to fight in the German army during the First 
World War and played an active role in the first German democracy, then 
the Weimar Republic, both as Bavarian and German Member of Parliament. 
Basso had not yet had parallel experiences by this time. He also grew up in 
a constitutional monarchy, but Mussolini’s march on Rome in 1922 and 
the beginning of the fascist state postponed Italian democratic and repub-
lican hopes for decades and anticipated his struggle with first authoritarian 
and then totalitarian regimes. One could even argue that the First World 
War, as a great historical event, created two new generations: an older one 
with their own fighting experiences, to which Hoegner belonged, and a 
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younger one—born between 1900 and 1910—without their own war 
experiences, to which Basso belonged.

Let us now look briefly at Basso’s and Hoegner’s activities from the 
1920s to the end of the Second World War. It is well known that Basso 
studied Marxism thoroughly; this is shown, among other publications, his 
graduation thesis in law on liberty in Marxist theory. Leafing through his 
numerous articles in periodicals (49 total between 1923 and 1942)—such 
as Critica sociale, Il Caffè, L’Avanti!, Coscientia, Quarto Stato and 
Pietre—central topics include Marxism, socialism, liberalism, philosophy 
and democracy but also education, moral values, liberty and anti-fascism.13 
These key words all highly refer to his intellectual role model, Piero 
Gobetti, with whom he had collaborated on the political review La 
Rivoluzione liberale from 1922 to 1925. Promoting Gobetti’s ideas to 
unite socialists, liberals and republicans even after his death, Basso founded 
the secret society Giovane Italia in 1927, which represented the first 
national Italian attempt to aggregate and mobilize all anti-fascist demo-
crats and which can be regarded as a historic predecessor of Giustizia e 
Libertà.14

Notwithstanding his arrest in Milan in 1928, Basso studied philosophy 
on Ponza and graduated immediately after his return to Milan in 1931 
with a thesis on the German religious scientist and theologian Rudolf 
Otto. In addition to working as a lawyer, he collaborated from 1934 
onwards with a clandestine socialist group (Centro Socialista Interno) 
along with Rodolfo Morandi, Lucio Luzzatto and Eugenio Colorni. 
Arrested again in 1939–1940 and sent to the concentration camp of 
Colfiorito (Perugia), he finally prepared and founded the Movimento di 
Unità Proletaria (MUP) in January 1943, which aimed at uniting all pro-
letarian classes. In August, the MUP merged with the PSI using the name 
Partito Socialista Italiano di Unità Proletaria (PSIUP).

Changing perspective once again, we might start in 1920 when the 
Bavarian public prosecutor Wilhelm Hoegner took office in Munich. Four 
years later, he was elected member of the Bavarian regional parliament, 
where he proposed a motion for a committee of inquiry on the Beer Hall 
Putsch of Hitler and Ludendorff of November 1923 and the acquittal of 
the main responsible persons in the following case. Even though the 
Bavarian Landtag accepted and confirmed Hitler’s high treason in 1928, 
Hoegner continued to accuse similar crimes of further persons and the 
failure of justice.15 Two years later, when he became a member of the 
Weimar parliament, the SPD politician from Bavaria defied the Nazis 
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again. In his first speech in the Reichstag on 18 October 1930, he answered 
the National Socialist Georg Strasser, revealing the Italian example for 
National Socialism and showing the determination of the social democrats 
to defend German democracy against the fascist tyranny of the Fuehrer.16 
In another speech at the SPD regional party conference in Munich on 25 
September 1932, he again compared Hitler’s Nazi Germany with 
Mussolini’s fascist Italy and called Hitler a “painting assistant” who had 
learned “to draw along Italian stencils”.17

All at once, Hoegner was well-known in the whole Reich and became 
one of the most desired speakers for public manifestations. These two 
prominent acts and his rich journalistic activity (e.g. an article in the 
Vorwärts on “Der Nationalsozialismus: Sammelbecken des Bösen. Die fas-
chistische Schlammflut”) explain why the Nazis considered him to be one 
of their most hated and wanted enemies.18 Of course, he voted with the 
entire SPD parliamentary party against the Enabling Act of 23 March 
1933. Just some days later, the Bavarian political police carried out the 
order to take him in “protective custody” and dismissed him from public 
service. Hoegner was able to escape the Nazis during the next months 
with the help of luck and clues from his wife Anna. Only when the danger 
for his entire family became too big did some friends convince him to flee 
to another country. In July, he reached Austria, where he continued his 
anti-fascist activities as journalist and secretary of the Austrian Social 
Democratic Labour Party.19 The change of regime in Austria forced him 
to flee again in February 1934, this time to Switzerland where he and his 
family persevered until Hitler’s end.20

Of course, Hoegner remained as active there as his Nazi tormentors in 
the Third Reich: The security police added him to the list of SPD mem-
bers of parliament and to the list of leading politicians of the system period 
(Marxists and communists). Furthermore, in October 1938, he was expa-
triated together with his wife and his children.21 He was not allowed to 
work as a politician, lawyer or journalist in Switzerland. Therefore, he 
wrote fiction and poetry, was in correspondence with exiled SPD and 
other politicians in Switzerland and France and collaborated clandestinely 
with the SPD’s executive in exile.22 Only when the Second World War 
broke out, and particularly from 1943 onwards, did the envoy of the 
American secret service OSS, Allan W. Dulles, employ Hoegner to draft 
laws and constitutions for a democratic Bavarian and all-German state 
after Hitler. In a lively interchange with different personalities—such as 
Otto Braun, Heinrich Ritzel, Josef Wirth, Hans Nawiasky, Michael 

  J. SPÄTH



  203

Freiherr von Godin and Johann Jacob Kindt-Kiefer—Hoegner co-founded 
the working group “Das Demokratische Deutschland,” which drew up a 
22-page document for the future German political order. It drafted a 
European embedding of Germany, taking its responsibility for war and 
crimes of the Nazi regime, yet declined the collective guilt of the German 
people, postulated Christian and Humanistic values, a real and just peace 
and the exclusion of national socialists from public service. Hoegner also 
wrote a paper on a future Bavarian state built on a democratic administra-
tion from below.23 He referred to many of these texts later when he was 
charged with various duties within the Bavarian government.

Anti-fascism and Its Commemoration

Analyzing just a few of Basso’s and Hoegner’s political concepts for the 
post-war period, we can easily see that not all goals and expectations were 
achieved. This seriously disappointed our protagonists and contributed to 
them feeling like outsiders. Let us now look briefly at two selected fields 
of politics that I consider as particularly suitable for showing similarities 
and differences between Basso and Hoegner and skip the more consensual 
topics of constitutions and education: (1) the way in which both com-
memorated fascism and national socialism; and (2) Basso’s ideas on orga-
nizing party and society on one hand and Hoegner’s efforts and 
achievements when he was in governmental offices on the other.

Basso entered the arena of national party politics in Italy in 1943 for the 
first time in his life. The chance to contribute building a new democratic 
order in his country in freedom and peace after the Second World War 
made him a true “45er.”24 He reflected continuously on the meaning of 
fascism and anti-fascism for the young democratic Italian Republic, which 
had been founded by a referendum in 1946. Although the fascist govern-
mental system had broken down, he warned that some elements of the 
plutocracy continued to exist and tried, particularly within the Democrazia 
Cristiana, to preserve their privileges. “Sure, this movement won’t call 
itself fascism […] but substantially it will still be fascism, and the dangers 
of fascism are not those of nostalgic demonstrations of the past. We must 
not recognize fascism in these small rising movements which we always 
can crush. The danger, however, within the involution of the Democrazia 
Cristiana, within its government lies in the setting-up of a crystallization 
of interests which has dominated our country’s life in the past and still 
does so today, determined to keep these positions whatever it costs,”, said 

  TWO “DIFFICULT OUTSIDERS”? ANTI-FASCISM, ANTI-NAZISM… 



204 

the secretary general of the PSI.25 We are talking about January 1948. Six 
months later, at the 27th party congress, he explained why the united 
front of antifascists—including working classes, representatives of the pro-
gressive bourgeoisie, of capitalism and of former profiteers from fascism—
had ceased to exist: Major forces had been interested only in a legal-political 
transformation of the system but not in a new social order. All those for-
mer profiteers “were only interested in splitting up fascism and its causes, 
in isolating the fight against fascism from the fight against the interior 
contradictions of capitalism, and in stopping the mass movement by leav-
ing intact the structures of the old state.” Furthermore, there had been 
too many compromises of the political left with other groups. “Thus, the 
people’s front, which would have almost certainly been victorious if it had 
been set up in spring 1945, failed in 1948.”26

At this point, some remarks about Basso’s studies on the origins of fas-
cism help to understand his anti-fascist activities during the post-war 
period. In a series of published articles and conference speeches, he under-
lined that usually anti-fascism had not analysed the socio-economic aspects 
of fascism in depth.27 It therefore had promoted the cliché that fascism was 
identical with an anti-parliamentary dictatorship and anti-fascism with a 
parliamentary democracy. To fight fascism, the supporters of the legalistic 
perspective thought, it would be enough to fight for democratic principles. 
That was why the Western countries themselves emerged as “archetypes of 
democracy.”28 However, Basso argued with the results of his socio-eco-
nomic analysis that fascism had not just been an “accident” or a “simple 
fact of moral degeneration” that ended ingloriously on 25 July 1943 with 
the resignation of Mussolini.29 Instead, Basso identified fascism with “the 
expression of all our political immaturity, the accumulation of all our his-
toric deficiencies, the shipwreck of our entire leading class” and said that 
“only a radical and profound devolution can strike at the root of this evil; 
only a vigilant consciousness and activity of all what is inherently ‘fascist’ in 
our society, in our life can help us to overcome the tragic past.”30 He 
spread these ideas in many articles, books and speeches at conferences and 
public manifestations, e.g. when he remembered the contribution of the 
former Partito d’Azione, of which many activists joined the PSI in 1947. 
This meant that from then on “the most lively part of the Italian militant 
culture”, “a noble tradition of fighting for the triumph of democracy”, 
“one of the most active and combative movements of antifascism” clearly 
demonstrated that “the battle for democratic socialism in Italy could only 
be fought within the PSI.”31 In several occasions, such as 25 April, the day 
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of liberation from Nazi occupation, Basso underlined the importance that 
anti-fascism and Resistance had for the contemporary Italian democratic 
republic.32 He continued to do so in the 1960s and 1970s when anti-fas-
cism, as Mariuccia Salvati puts it, had come out from parliamentary hall 
and from party dispute and had become an argument of research and polit-
ical fight in the university lecture halls of a new generation that took a 
position of opposition towards the centre-left government.33

Just like in Italy, neo-fascist groups soon also emerged in the young 
democracies in the Federal Republic of Germany and in Bavaria.34 
Although (or probably) just because of personal insults and menaces,35 
Hoegner documented the activities of the radical right and the opposition 
against them in society, to which he contributed. He became involved in 
numerous societies for a peaceful and democratic coexistence and for 
international collaboration, such as the “Union of Europe” or “Moral 
Rearmament.”36 In January 1950, he gave a widely noted speech in the 
Bavarian Landtag on the activities of neo-national socialist groups.37 There 
as well, as in a letter to his friend Heinrich Ritzel 3 years later, he under-
lined his conviction not to collaborate with former national socialists: “I 
wiped out the SRP [Sozialistische Reichspartei, successor organization of 
the NSDAP, forbidden in 1952] in Bavaria and I cannot allow it to come 
in again via the back stairs. […] I cannot and do not want to have to do 
with disguised national socialists. Indeed, I don’t have time for Adenauer 
as a person and politician but a major part of his followers can at least be 
called democrats. […] So please don’t take it bad if I still regard groups of 
the radical right in Bavaria as archenemies of democracy who would hang 
us every day if they could.”38

Hoegner was conscious that it was insufficient to have more or less de-
Nazified some professional groups and to have established democratic 
structures; it was also necessary to remember the national socialist crimes 
and to promote historical research. His most prominent involvement in 
this field constitutes his participation in the foundation of a memorial in 
the former concentration camp of Dachau.39 On the inauguration cere-
mony on 30 August 1964, Hoegner said, “In the event of this day we 
remember the numerous victims claimed by two world wars and the per-
secution by National Socialism. […] This former concentration camp 
Dachau will be extended as charge and admonition for future generations 
into a memorial for the victims of the national socialist mud flood.”40 Even 
in the 1970s, he thoroughly followed the events in society and continued 
his antifascist engagement in various ways.41
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Theory (Basso) and Practice (Hoegner) 
of Democratic Governments

From 1944 to 1947, PSIUP (which was renamed PSI in 1947) was a 
member of the Italian all-parties government. “All-parties” means that the 
government was characterized by a broad anti-fascist basic consensus, 
which included communists and Christian democrats. Caught in between, 
the socialists considered fascism from a Marxist point of view primarily as 
a phenomenon of unsolved class struggles and economic crises of the capi-
talist systems and thus as precursor for fascist regimes. Therefore, Basso 
added that Italian fascism and German National Socialism could only be 
overcome by solving the capitalist socio-economic order.42 After the end 
of fascist rule in Italy, Basso was concerned, along with his fellow party 
men, about a general amnesty for former fascists. Lifting the ban on their 
political participation too early could have allowed many of them to return 
into office and power.43 The big manifestations against fascism and 
National Socialism of 1945 risked oblivion far too soon. Thereby, also 
major continuities from the totalitarian regimes—the continuities of great 
industries (in particular in Germany and Japan),44 the continuities in 
bureaucracy, police, diplomacy and culture,45 the parallels between capital-
ist forces that once supported fascism and now partially supported the 
Democrazia Cristiana, the preservation of many fascist laws46 and, overall, 
a still-missing social renewal—would be overlooked. “As a synthesis and 
consequence of these mistakes resulted the entire structure of post-fascist 
politics which, instead of representing a break with the last twenty years, 
was completely dominated by the concern, however evident and justifiable 
among the old groups but to be repudiated decisively by the leftist parties, 
to ensure the political and juridical continuity with the old Sabaudian-
fascist state and to suppress every attempt of renovation with formally 
legal and, of course, fascist diligence because the laws in vigor were 
fascist.”47

To change these politics, Basso wanted the working classes to become 
fully conscious of their historical role. To realize his live theme, he 
described the necessary revolution as a long process towards “real” social 
democracy. He tried to harmonize liberty and participation, the individual 
and the community by supporting the equality of all Italians tirelessly not 
only in legal but especially in socio-economic terms. Therefore, Basso 
pinned his hopes on the democratic unity front with the communists of 
1947–1948, which, in contrast to the former anti-fascist unity front, 
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included a profound socio-economic analysis of society.48 Central elements 
of the unity front’s programme consisted in a redistribution of wealth, 
especially a land reform, to make the Italian society more equal.49 Basso 
saw the crisis caused by fascism as a great chance for a political and moral 
regeneration of a socialist and democratic society.50 That is also why he 
studied the origins of fascism thoroughly during the first post-war decade.51 
He aimed at uniting the forces of the political left by creating a single 
proletarian party that should take over governmental power and then real-
ize a socialist–democratic society.52 Many contemporary socialists, such as 
Giuseppe Faravelli, declared this idea to be utopian.53 However, Basso 
always answered that the social revolution would be a tedious task. He 
defined socialism as highest state of democracy and most ideal expression 
of the human’s and citizens’ chances.54 Great hopes but little output: The 
democratic unity front, with common lists of socialists and communists, 
not only failed in the elections of 1948 but caused a splintering off the PSI 
by the right wing with Giuseppe Saragat and the foundation of a social 
democratic party.

Although Basso’s ideas remained theoretical concepts, because the PSI 
found itself in opposition from 1947 to 1963, Wilhelm Hoegner had the 
chance to govern Bavaria twice as Prime Minister and to influence its poli-
tics as Justice and Home Secretary. Shortly after his appointment as Prime 
Minister by the American military government, he announced in a radio 
transmission in October 1945 that his major concern was to overcome 
National Socialism in politics, economy and culture.55 Because he had 
drafted several laws for the future de-Nazification during his Swiss exile, 
he was well prepared to play an important role in this task.56 With the 
“Gesetz zur Befreiung von Nationalsozialismus und Militarismus” (“Law 
for liberation from National Socialism and Militarism”) (BefrG) of 5 
March 1946, the Allies handed over the de-Nazification to German 
responsibility. As Prime Minister, Hoegner had the difficult task to control 
the application of the law in Bavaria. He regarded it as a “political great 
feat”57 and hoped that the law would contribute to the “inner recovery” 
of the German people.58 Although sometimes he spoke out for leniency 
against hangers-on, later on he declared a rigid application of the libera-
tion law necessary because he was increasingly disappointed in people’s 
lacking remorse.59 Obviously, many difficulties arose concerning the appli-
cation of the law. Nevertheless, Hoegner’s acting as a mediator between 
the claims of the military government and the rather slackening members 
of his cabinet guaranteed that the law did not fail completely.60
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When Hoegner resigned in December 1946, he looked back on 
15 months of extensive democratic reconstruction in Bavaria. He had not 
only been responsible for the implementation of the denazification; he had 
also established a state commissioner for Jewish affairs.61 He and the chief 
public prosecutor, Friedrich Leistner, had participated as the only German 
testimonials in the execution of 10 principal war criminals at the interna-
tional military trial in Nurnberg on 15 October 1946.62 Furthermore, 
elements of a fair social order (as in social basic rights) and of direct 
democracy, as well as institutions to promote civic and political education, 
had been set up. Of particular interest for historians is the foundation of 
the Institute for Bavarian History at the Ludwig-Maximilians-University 
of Munich in 1947. Hoegner could claim to be responsible for the denazi-
fication of primary schools, and universities, for the reintroduction of reli-
gion as school subject as well as the creation of new organizations for 
young people and popular colleges.63

During his second term of office as Bavarian Prime Minister, at the 
head of a four-party coalition from 1954 to 1957, Hoegner continued his 
democratic initiative in educational and scientific matters. It is true: He 
failed to establish new models of teacher training because of the opposi-
tion of the Catholic Church, which insisted on closed-training institutions 
for religious schools. However, he managed to move the Max Planck 
Institut for physics and astrophysics from Göttingen to Munich and to 
build a teaching reactor for exploring the peaceful use of nuclear energy. 
He also promoted science and research and became involved in the foun-
dation of the scientific council of the Federal Republic of Germany.64

Conclusions and Outlook

Both Basso and Hoegner were personalities that were able to give anti-
fascism a meaning, even after the end of the totalitarian regimes, by fight-
ing for strong social democracies in the future. Around 1943–1945, in 
their violent experiences with the World War(s), Basso and Hoegner 
shared the same spirit even though they did not belong to the same gen-
eration in an age-specific sense: Basso had been a child during the First 
World War, whereas Hoegner had consciously lived through it. The exile, 
however, put them on a similar emotional level, making them two repre-
sentatives of a new democratic, republican and social generation after 
1945. Other patterns of order, such as nation, were historically burdened 
by guilt, whereas this new generation interrupted the fascist and Nazi his-
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tory, demanded a new beginning and promised to work for a better future. 
If we think of “generation” as community of experience and expectations, 
Hoegner and Basso were very close to each other.65 After various transfor-
mations in the political systems from constitutional monarchies, the 
Weimar Republic, authoritarian and totalitarian regimes, after 1945 they 
could finally try to realize democratic and peaceful politics for decades. 
The zeitgeist was on their side and was clearly marked by socialist ideas. In 
the years between 1945 and 1947, everything seemed possible.

The triad of equality, liberty and civil and social rights as leading values 
describes the democratic programme of both politicians accurately. 
However, whereas Basso remained the brilliant intellectual who combined 
theoretical research and revolutionary political struggle, Hoegner was 
more a man of governmental implementation of his never-ending hopes 
for a just and truly democratic society. Due to personal characteristics, 
national and international politics as well as different histories, the PSI 
represented the by-far most radical Western European socialist party after 
the social democrats split off in 1947. Therefore, they clung longer and 
more fundamentally to the Marxist doctrine than the Social Democrats in 
Germany or the Section Française de l’Internationale ouvrière.66 We could 
call this a hybrid position of the PSI between being a mass party and a 
party of political reforms.

Ultimately, the (auto-)definition of Hoegner and Basso as “difficult 
outsiders” remains a matter of opinion. I argue that both persons can be 
defined as such, but they are by far not the only ones within their parties. 
In addition, Basso and Hoegner were outsiders in several moments of 
their lives because they also fought for democratic and social societies 
within totalitarian regimes. It was especially these personalities that young 
democratic states could count on after the Second World War. What about 
the break of 1945? Lacking greater democratic experience before fascism, 
Basso adopted e.g. the concept of the anti-fascist unity front to that of a 
proletarian unity front. Having instead been an active politician of the 
Weimar republic, Hoegner continued to fight for social democracy: de-
Nazification without criminalizing the masses, constitutional reforms 
stressing federalism, democratic education of the youth and the construc-
tion of a social and co-operative constitutional state: these were Hoegner’s 
lessons that he had earned from Weimar.67

Coming back to the memory of the past within socialist party politics, 
we must note considerable differences in the process of auto-definition as 
anti-fascists in Germany and Italy after 1945. The common anti-fascist 
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koine of the 1930s seemed to have gone lost. Sure, socialists in both coun-
tries remembered the fascist and Nazi crimes as well as the resistance 
against it in various forms and media. However, national specifics—such as 
the people’s front in Italy, the German division or anti-fascism as founding 
myth of the GDR—might explain why different cultures of memory 
developed that included the republican founding myth born out of the 
resistance and excluded the partial collaboration with totalitarian regimes 
in Italy. Instead, it led to a more reluctant use of the anti-fascist past in the 
Federal Republic of Germany because of the instrumentalization of the 
term in the GDR.

With the peaceful transition from monarchy to republic in Italy, with 
democratic parliamentary elections and highly progressive constitutions 
in both Italy and Germany, anti-fascism freed itself from being just an 
anti-movement against fascism and National Socialism and began its con-
structive phase. Nonetheless, with this the shared belief, the anti-fascist 
basic consensus, the existing minimum of values and aims seemed to be 
exhausted. Since the outbreak of the Cold War, anti-totalitarianism or, 
expressed in a positive way as renunciation of violent revolutions and the 
use of democratic means only, became the fundamental difference 
between communist and socialist anti-fascists. Although not only Basso 
and the PSI, but also Hoegner and the SPD, fought for people’s democ-
racies with an as-high-as-possible participation of the working class, the 
German social democrats showed themselves quite early on to be happy 
with just improving the liberal democracy into an increasingly more 
social one.
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CHAPTER 10

European Socialism and the French–German 
Reconciliation

Christine Vodovar

According to most historians, the Elysée Treaty or Treaty of French–German 
Friendship, signed in 1963, was above all a common-interest alliance and a 
step in an on-going process of rapprochement between France and Germany, 
which had been formally started in 1950. However, it has been introduced 
as and it is still celebrated as the consecration of the Franco–German recon-
ciliation. Indeed, if the treaty is not a starting point, it must be considered a 
turning point for two reasons: first, because it built a framework for Franco–
German cooperation, which is still in force today, laying the foundations for 
organizations that aimed at reconciliation between the two peoples at all 
levels; and second, and more importantly, because its promoters gave it 
immediately and voluntarily a mythical connotation and they  commem-
ored it over the years by rituals and celebrations.1

European Socialists immediately criticized both this use of the theme of 
reconciliation and its personification in de Gaulle and Adenauer. Once 
won’t hurt, the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD) and the 
Parti Socialiste—Section Française de l’Internationale Socialiste (SFIO) 
published  a joint statement in  July 19622; just as,  in March 1963,  
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the Bureau de liaison des partis socialistes de la Communauté européenne 
(BLPSCE).3 These documents were very general and merely expressed 
some principles without determining the attitude of the parties in advance. 
They represented an attempt to standardize the positions of (a part of)4 
European Socialists. Their common criticism was based on two argu-
ments. On one hand, they denied the treaty’s authors the paternity of the 
Franco–German reconciliation, instead claiming for themselves the hon-
ours of a historic undertaking. There is not one paragraph of the BLPSCE’s 
communiqué that does not recall that the reconciliation of French and 
German people started long before 1963 and that it has always been one 
of the main preoccupations of European Socialists.5 In contrast, they 
insisted on the opposition between two alternative conceptions of Europe: 
(1) the Gaullist conception of a Europe of nations, independent of the two 
blocks, where decisions are made by the governments or directly by the 
Franco–German tandem and hence the realization of the Franco-German 
rapprochement in a bilateral context; and (2) the socialist conception of a 
Europe of peoples that goes beyond nationalism and the limited frame-
work of national sovereignty inserted within a broader system of alliances; 
hence a reconciliation of the French and German peoples as “at once the 
way and the aim of the constitution of a European Community.”6

However, such a common understanding and will were far from being 
achieved at the end of the Second World War. In fact, despite a stated 
desire for reconciliation, considered a necessary but insufficient condition 
for the establishment of a peaceful and democratic order in Europe, diver-
gences and mutual distrust prevailed mostly on the convergence of opin-
ion. This joint effort at the time of the Elysée Treaty did not go beyond 
the stage of a statement of principle: The SPD ratified the treaty after the 
addition of the preamble, whereas the SFIO voted against it. An amend-
ment to the resolution of the SFIO’s Congress of 1963, in which Léon 
Boutbien proposed to ratify the treaty anyway, was unanimously rejected.7

How can we explain these divergences? Do they correspond to differ-
ent conceptions of peace and collective security, or do they refer primarily 
to interest calculations? What is the importance of memory and the system 
of collective representations of socialists? On this last point, and following 
the main problematic of this volume, this chapter will pay particular atten-
tion to try to answer the question of whether generations matter as far as 
the French–German reconciliation is concerned. As pointed out by many 
scholars, the concept of “generation” is quite fluid and flexible. We will 
recall four elements of the definition of a political generation. First, the 
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demographic element, i.e. a political generation usually—if not always—
belongs to the same age group. Second, the ideological and cultural ele-
ment, i.e. these people have, at least in front of some specific political 
issues, similar political ideas and even emotive reactions. Third, this back-
ground is the result of a common past experience and, more specifically, 
the result of the experience of a common founding event. Last, all these 
elements represent a tool for mobilization. Saying that, and privileging an 
empirical approach, we will wonder to what extent did the experience of 
two world wars and of the assertion of authoritarian and totalitarian 
regimes contribute to shaping common representations and expectations? 
And to what extent did it politically mobilize these parties starting in 
1945, and did it contribute to the creation of a generation effect and a 
new political culture?8

This article focuses on German, French and Italian Socialist parties.9 In 
fact, they belonged to the same political family10 and took part, even if 
sometimes discontinuously, in the same international organizations and 
networks where they tried to make their views compatible.11 In addition, 
they operated in countries that had experienced similar political develop-
ments even if their international position in 1945 was different. Finally, 
these countries, especially France and Germany, had fought each other 
violently in the previous decades. Hence, the position of these protago-
nists is not the same: The SFIO and the SPD were obviously directly 
involved in the issue of Franco–German reconciliation, whereas the Italian 
parties could be considered a kind of participant–observer.

Contentious Memories

In the aftermath of the Second World War, French, Italian and German 
Socialist leaders tried to build a common memory of the conflict, especially by 
denying the principle of collective responsibility of the German people. This 
refusal responded primarily to a double political necessity. On one hand, it was 
necessary to avoid the mistakes of the first post-war period and to pave the way 
for a future reconciliation, which all of them considered necessary for the 
establishment of a lasting peace. The SPD and the Italian Socialist Party of 
Proletarian Unity (PSIUP), which belonged to defeated countries, were fight-
ing for a “fair” peace. However, the SFIO expressed the same arguments: 
“Any policy that aims to charge the entire German people, irrespective of 
legitimate returns or reparations, for the criminal politics of its torturers, would 
lead to dire recurrence.”12 To ensure the security of the continent, without 
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resorting to a Carthaginian peace that would inevitably arouse a sense of 
revenge, Germany had to be inserted into an international community “pow-
erful enough to re-educate, discipline and, if necessary, master it” in order to 
eventually restore its full sovereignty.13

However, the desire to absolve the German people from all liability 
also sought to exalt and give credibility to the existence of a socialist resis-
tance to Nazism. This allowed each party to deny any responsibility for the 
rise of dictatorial or totalitarian regimes in the name of this universality 
because these regimes were born against a labour movement that was, by 
nature, uninvolved in them. This provided a moral and political backing 
for socialists and thus served to legitimize them. In that way, they should 
appear as the most capable of ensuring democratic rehabilitation in their 
country.14 This was based on an interpretation of Nazism resulting from 
an encounter between extremist leaders and the bourgeoisie. The use of 
Marxist keys for understanding illustrated the difficulties many socialists 
had in understanding these new types of regimes. However, it also allowed 
for the denial of any specificity to Nazism and the consideration of fascism 
and Vichy as expressions of the same phenomenon. In the German and 
Italian cases, socialists continued to claim their participation in fighting 
against Nazism and “Nazi-fascism.” They presented themselves as victims 
or martyrs of these regimes and tried to establish a great part of their 
legitimacy on that assumption.15 Even when Italian socialists distinguished 
the Italian responsibility from the German one, they still referred to 
“Hitlerian” Germany.16 This point is less evident in the French situation 
because in 1945 no one challenged the SFIO’s position in the political 
system and its contribution to the Liberation anymore. However, this had 
not always been the case. There was a time in which French Socialists 
needed to forget and to live down their ratification of the Munich 
Agreement, the vote of the full powers to Pétain by more than a half of its 
senators and deputies and the collaboration of some of its most illustrious 
representatives with Vichy. Thus, it is not a coincidence that, in 1941, 
Blum proposed the following analysis:

In Italy, it is the bourgeoisie which invented and arose Fascism, before 
installing it in power; in France, it applauded or pretended to applaud the 
‘National Revolution’ […]. It does not matter for the bourgeoisie if the 
‘National-socialisms’ or the ‘National Revolutions’ declaim against capital-
ism, without indeed harming it, providing that they [the ‘National-
socialisms’ or the ‘National Revolutions’] crush the only opponent of whom 
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it [the bourgeoisie] was frightened […]. Shrugged off the socialism by 
Nazism and its substitutes, it [the bourgeoisie] counts on the movement of 
history to cancel Nazism in its turn.17

However, such a construction of memory ran into several obstacles and 
failed in building a common position. First, it never succeeded in imposing 
on the individual memory of many socialists, mostly German and French. 
Mistrust, even hostility, remained the main feature of the perception of the 
other until at least the mid-1950s. And with few exceptions, it also con-
cerned the relations between the two parties.18 Indeed, the Blumist denial 
of collective responsibility was imposed gradually in the Populaire from 
the end of 1946 and finally in 1948. Even so, the SFIO still had in its 
ranks—following the example of the Labour Party and of a part of the 
international socialist movement—supporters of a firm policy towards 
Germany. They did not always identify with the official party line.

The example of Vincent Auriol is emblematic because he had been, 
after the First World War, one of the main spokespersons of the SFIO as 
far as the Treaty of Versailles is concerned and—since the Second World 
War—one of the few socialists who really “thought” of Europe. Born in 
1884, close to Blum, former Minister of the Popular Front, future first 
president of the Fourth Republic, future opponent to the European 
Defence Community (EDC), Auriol was particularly anxious to keep 
Germany “under supervision” from all points of view. He was firmly con-
vinced that there was originally a problem of mentality and education. In 
Hier … Demain, written in 1943, he explicitly condemned “the German 
people who, blinded by the self-conceit of Hitler and intoxicated by his 
power, had been in the grip of pride and violence.” For this reason, “no 
confidence would, for a long time, have had in it and, during that time, it 
would be necessary to keep it strictly under observation and supervi-
sion.”19 He confirmed his thoughts on 23 November 1944 when the 
Consultative Assembly of Algiers addressed the foreign policy issues: 
“Germany would assume the consequences of the actions of its 
masters.”20

Another significant example is that of Guy Mollet because of his leader-
ship after 1946. Born in 1905, he belongs to another (demographic) gen-
eration compared with Auriol. He did not participate in the First World 
War, but he suffered the consequences with the death of his father, who 
was gassed during the conflict. His ideological orientation and socio-
professional profile are also quite different from those of Auriol. Whereas 
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the latter—a lawyer and a publicist—was a notable from southwest France, 
close to Jaurès and Blum, and used to tread upon the corridors of high 
politics, Mollet was an English teacher from northern France whose pre-
war activism was essentially within the SFIO, in the leftist tendencies. 
General Secretary of the Socialist Party since 1946, Mollet “converted” to 
Europe in the late 1940s. However, although the construction of Europe 
became one of his key policy objectives, and although he belonged to the 
restricted group of those who were really interested in Germany (he had 
an extensive correspondence with Ollenhauer), he continued to have a 
great distrust of the neighbouring country. This is shown, for example, by 
his hostility to Carlo Schmid (he refused to sit in an Assembly with him), 
whose mother was French and who worked during the war in the legal 
department of the German administration in Lille. Another example is his 
assertion at the Director Committee of the SFIO on 4 October 1950, in 
which he stated that Boutbien “is very generous when he says: ‘we have 
fought against Nazis, not against Germans’. Such an attitude allows many 
Germans to reject the collective responsibility of Germany. We can’t forget 
that one of the main elements of neo-Nazism could be the military resur-
gence of Germany.”21

Nevertheless, it is undoubtedly the episode of the EDC that illustrates 
best how the attitude of the French Socialists towards their neighbour 
remained ambiguous and based on an extreme distrust of a revival of 
German power, both economic and military. No socialist accepted will-
ingly the prospect of German rearmament, whatever shape it should take. 
The “cédistes” chose the lesser of two evils and then sought to transform 
a constraint into an opportunity for European integration. As for the 
“anti-cédistes,” they were an extremely heterogeneous group. Some were 
motivated by nationalist or patriotic feelings, others by internationalist 
and pacifist feelings, others because of their conception of collective secu-
rity (these ones were called “atlanticists,” i.e. supporters of close relations 
between Europe and the USA but against the rearmament of Germany), 
again others because of a violent anti-German feeling.22 However, histori-
ans agree to consider that their choice was primarily motivated by indi-
vidual reasons, often instinctive and emotional.23 In any case, the cleavage 
between “cédistes” and “anti-cédistes” did not refer either to demographic 
generations or to common experiences. Indeed, Felix Gouin and Paul 
Ramadier, who were “adults” in 1914, voted in favour of the ratification, 
whereas Vincent Auriol, André Le Troquer and Salomon Grumbach (the 
main specialist of Germany within the SFIO) voted against it. Among 
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those who were 20 years old just before or just after the First World War, 
the conclusion is the same: Marcel-Edmond Naegelen, Jules Moch, 
Robert Lacoste, Daniel Mayer and Robert Verdier voted against; André 
Philip, Jean Le Bail, Guy Mollet and Christian Pineau were in favour. 
Among those who were born during or after the war, Alain Savary and 
Gérard Jaquet voted in favour, whereas Léon Boutbien voted against. 
Noelline Castagnez has shown well that, as far as the socialist deputies of 
the Fourth Republic are concerned, veterans of the Great War, pacifists of 
the interwar period, deportees and prisoners of the Second World War and 
members of the resistance all split up quite equally into “cédistes” and 
“anti-cédistes.” Therefore, their past experience did not structure a joint 
mobilization in favour of or against the treaty.24 They kept from this period 
only two markers of a common identity in relation to our subject: (1) an 
extreme distrust of Germany and Germans in general; and (2) an absolute 
priority given to defence issues as the result of both a bad conscience born 
with the ratification of the Munich Agreement and the marginalization of 
the SFIO’s most peaceful tendencies during the clandestine period.

As in the French case, the willingness towards reconciliation of German 
Social Democrats never succeeded in imposing completely on individual 
memory. Furthermore, mistrust, even hostility, towards France was fed by 
the French foreign policy towards Germany as well as by the attitude of 
the French occupation authority towards the SPD and Schumacher. In any 
case, Social Democrats had difficulty accepting the image of a dominating 
France: Not only, at least until the mid-1950s, did the memory of the exile 
in France, the passivity of France in fighting against Nazism, the “betrayal” 
of Munich and especially the detention of hundreds of activists in camps 
and their delivery to the Germans continue to prevail among many of 
them,25 but they also saw a gap between the international aspirations of 
France and the resizing of its power status upon Liberation.26 As Paterson 
pointed out, at all the first steps of the European integration, the opposi-
tion of the SPD was based in part on the suspicion and prejudices against 
France that were widespread within much of the party.27

Contentious Interests

In fact, the difference between the international statuses of the three 
countries represented a second obstacle to reconciliation. Indeed, if the 
denial of collective responsibility of the German people referred to the 
issue of the existence of the Socialist parties, the intensity of this 
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requirement of legitimisation was not comparable and weighed differently 
on the attitude of the parties because of the two modes already mentioned 
earlier of the political transition: the timing of the reconstruction of politi-
cal systems and the political space in which the legitimisation must be 
affirmed. In essence, in 1945 nobody challenged France on its national 
independence, its winner status and its capacity to decide the future of 
Germany—and the SFIO intended to exploit all these elements legiti-
mately28—whereas the SPD belonged to a defeated country under Allied 
administration and without sovereignty. The aspiration to “full sover-
eignty” and reunification was pervasive until the Paris Agreements and 
contributed much to the political choices of the SPD. The Italian case 
from this point of view was at an intermediate level: Italian Socialists had 
to face a deficit of legitimacy due to the political consequences of the war, 
but Italy recovered its “full sovereignty” over most of its territory by 
December 1945. However, the political forces still faced the delicate ques-
tion of peace treaties—signed in February 1947 and ratified by the 
Constituent Assembly in late July—which included Italy’s renunciation of 
its colonies, the loss of border areas and the creation of the Free Territory 
of Trieste, whose area A, slightly modified, passed under Italian civil 
administration only in October 1954.29

This difference of international status, as well as the lessons that the 
different parties thought themselves to have learned from the past because 
they eventually determined different priorities, prevented these parties 
from converging on a common position as far as French–German relations 
are concerned. The SPD and, at least initially, the PSIUP aspired above all 
to recover their full sovereignty and to be treated equally with their coun-
terparts in the name of their externality to Fascism and Nazism and to 
prevent the recurrence of the errors of Versailles. However, SFIO, which 
shared the same principles as its neighbours, at least in its official propa-
ganda, as we have seen, aspired to play a role in international balance and 
in particular to control Germany, giving priority to a requirement of secu-
rity and defence.

SFIO Against German Militarism

In fact, until the early 1950s, French Socialists were primarily con-
cerned with avoiding any revival of German militarism. They consid-
ered a long military occupation of Germany in order to have direct 

  C. VODOVAR



  227

control and to make reforms deemed necessary for its democratization. 
The SFIO still supported this principle in 1947–1948 even though it 
became increasingly critical of the policy conducted in the French Zone 
of Occupation (FZO) by the French authority. In addition, the SFIO 
did not intend to give up war reparations, which should have been done 
especially through the internationalization of the Ruhr for the benefit 
of disaster states and through the exploitation by France of the Saar 
mines. However, unlike the French government, the SFIO opposed any 
dismemberment or fragmentation.30 Indeed, the priority given to the 
control of German militarism and the concern for reparations fit into 
the framework of a more articulated scheme of the German question 
and collective security. This was not purely defensive and punitive but 
had to, eventually (even if the date was never specified), “allow repub-
lican and revolutionary Germany to enter with equal rights with the 
other nations in the international community.”31 With the beginning of 
the Cold War, the scheme took shape around two elements: the super-
vision of Germany within a democratic European Union and the rise of 
German socialism.32

However, although the Cold War gradually placed the Soviet threat at 
the forefront of socialist concerns, the perception of a German threat did 
not disappear. From 1948, as part of an explicit Western choice (the hopes 
of the third international force had been postponed), Europe became 
more than ever the solution for the German problem: the only way to 
keep Germany from swinging to the Soviet camp and/or recovering its 
hegemony whether political, military or economic. The reluctance of 
French Socialists to accept the Schuman Plan and the “Little” Europe 
must be interpreted in that perspective. In fact, British participation was 
insistently required to prevent a Franco–German head-to-head. In addi-
tion, it could strengthen, at least until 1951, the influence of socialism in 
Europe. The position of Mollet in favour of the EDC Treaty, approved by 
the majority of the party, is a good illustration of the reluctance of French 
socialists. Mollet was hostile to a German rearmament within the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), which would mean that Germany 
would have “all the attributes of sovereignty…with a national army at the 
service of a government in control of its destiny.” He called for the imple-
mentation of the European project: a project that favoured an integrated 
Germany in a European structure to an integrated German army in NATO 
or a reunified Germany under the banner of neutrality, which was the SPD 
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position supported by some “anti-cédistes” within the SFIO.33 The prefer-
ence given to integration rather than reunification obviously fed the criti-
cism of the SPD.

From the failure of the EDC and the signature of the Paris Agreements, 
and without breaking with its previous developments, the European 
view of the SFIO acquired a new dimension. Originally, it was mainly the 
result—partly desired, partly compelled—of a willingness to supervise 
Germany. However, from 1954–1955, West Germany became a full 
partner with France just when the Socialist Party got ready to take com-
mand of the government. In addition, France was grappling with a pro-
cess of decolonization with great consequences in political, economic 
and financial fields. The SFIO paid dearly for it: The prime minister from 
1956 to 1957, Guy Mollet, had been particularly criticized for his 
Algerian policy within his own party, resulting in the eventual split of 
1958 and the birth of the Parti Socialiste Autonome. In addition, both 
the Algerian emergency and the Suez crisis favoured the SFIO’s isolation 
on an international level. They also proved the extent of the interna-
tional resizing of France to French public opinion. In this general con-
text, French socialists tried to insert Europe into a more complex 
perspective. On one hand, it became more autonomous from the German 
question and the organization of peace; in contrast, it was a critical ele-
ment of the economic and social projects of the SFIO. One episode is 
significant of this new trend: When Jean Monnet asked Guy Mollet to 
participate in his Action Committee for the United States of Europe in 
1955, Mollet subordinated his participation to that of the German Social 
Democrats. At the end of July, just after the end of the IV congress of 
the Socialist International (SI), Ollenhauer joined the committee and 
brought with him the SPD. Within the SI, dominated in the early 1950s 
by the “anti-community” group (composed of the Labour party, the 
Scandinavian socialist parties and the SPD who, for different reasons, 
opposed the European integration process), a convergence of views was 
starting to be outlined between the SFIO, the socialist parties of the 
Benelux Union and the SPD, which considered Europe fertile ground 
for developing a new economic and social mode different from that of 
the Labour and Scandinavian parties. More than ever, Europe would 
realize what nation–states were no longer able to do.34 The evolution of 
the SPD, as far as Europe is concerned, and the settlement of the Saar’s 
disputes helped to accelerate and deepen this convergence of views with 
the SPD.
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SPD Against the French Hegemony

At least until the mid-1950s, the SPD was extremely critical of France 
and did not hesitate to come forward as a victim of its policy. As already 
pointed out, the SPD based its post-war politics on a fundamental 
imperative: national unity, territorial integrity of Germany (in its 1937 
borders), recovery of full sovereignty and, therefore, equality of rights 
with its partners, especially the European ones. The SPD was not deny-
ing France its own requirements—or indeed the demilitarization or “de-
Nazification” of Germany—but it considered that they had to be 
separated from the issue of sovereignty. For example, the SPD would 
have accepted an international control on the Saar if this had remained 
united to Germany and if Germany had participated in the Saar con-
trol.35 In such a view, the SPD did not appreciate either the management 
of the FZO or the attempts of the French government to reduce the 
German territory. In particular, the Saar question had been the main 
bone of contention, especially because it related directly to the priorities 
of the SPD, which interpreted this question as a disguised form of 
annexation.36 The Council of Europe, the ECSC and the EDC were 
then considered initiatives devised by France to extend an unacceptable 
situation and to establish its hegemony in Europe, especially as long as 
the UK was not involved. The SPD was not against Europe: In 1946, the 
party took back the 1925 programme and reaffirmed that a European 
organization would be the base for the organization of peace. In addi-
tion, it included in its ranks people who were less intransigent than the 
party leader in this field. However, because of its priorities, the SPD 
opposed the method undertaken for organizing Europe in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s. Consistent with its views, and even though it supported 
in principle an organization based on transfers of sovereignty, the SPD 
opposed the supranational nature of these projects and rather considered 
that the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) would access equal rights 
within an intergovernmental framework more easily: Rather than put-
ting a lot into European integration with a non-discriminatory position 
in view (Adenauer’s policy), Schumacher was hoping to get equal rights 
and national unity within the borders of 1937, gambling on the need to 
anchor Germany to the West, which had been required by Westerners. 
In this context, the spirit of the Pleven plan could not be “the one  
of reconciliation.” The hostility of the SPD concerned, amongst  
other things, the alleged discriminatory claims of France because they 
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prevented the FRG from having the same rights as the other members. 
Although it was anti-communist and anti-Soviet, unlike the PSI, the pri-
ority given to the reunification and the equality of rights brought the 
SPD to claim a position of neutrality for Germany, offering to negotiate 
the non-rearmament of Germany in exchange for unification. The inte-
gration into a collective security system should happen once all attempts 
to negotiate with the East had been exhausted.37

This uncompromising position was due in great part to the leadership 
of Schumacher and to the fact that, as Paterson pointed out, his followers 
were in large proportion refugees, even if there were some exceptions. 
Paul Löbe, Wilhelm Kaisen and Ernst Reuter, for instance, were in favour 
of the Council of Europe.38 However, the experience of exile and perse-
cution of most of the party leaders encouraged German Social Democrats 
to assert their national identity.39 This position, nevertheless, was gradu-
ally crumbling within the party: In 1950, some voices were opposed to 
the anti-European intransigence of the majority of the party, and, in 
1954, the “cédistes” within the SPD strengthened after the failure of the 
Berlin conference. However, they failed to impose themselves as far as the 
Paris Agreements were concerned, especially because the agreement 
package of Mendes France ruined their attempts to separate the Saar 
question from the rest. After a unanimous rejection of the Saar settle-
ment in London, the party split again on the admission of West Germany 
into NATO and the creation of the Western European Union. However, 
this evolution brought the party to approve the Treaties of Rome. 
Consistent with its previous positions, the SPD justified its membership 
amongst the others, arguing that it “had no longer evidence of the poli-
tics of the winners.”40

As for Italian and French Socialists, the years 1955–1957 were in fact 
crucial and must be considered as a turning point. On one hand, the new 
status of the countries after the Paris and London Agreements and the 
Saar’s settlement changed the context in which the French–German rec-
onciliation would happen. In contrast, thanks to the predominance of eco-
nomic and social issues in relation with European integration after the 
failure of the EDC, Italian socialists and German Social Democrats found 
a way to get closer to Europe. Even if their proposals did not always coin-
cide, these evolutions made the dialogue easier and brought French, 
German and Italian socialist leaders to think about a new model of 
development.
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Italian Socialism and Its Divisions

Even if they were less directly affected by the German problem, from both 
the memorial and the political points of view, the position of the Italian 
Socialists is nevertheless interesting for understanding the importance of 
international status in the approach to the problem. Unlike the SFIO, the 
Italian Socialists had no real program for Germany in the aftermath of the 
war, and there are very few documents in Italian archives on this issue. Italy 
did not have its say in the peace settlement and was primarily concerned 
with its own fate, which depended, like that of Germany, on the good will 
of the victors. With the signature of the peace treaties in 1947, both the 
recovery of full sovereignty and the permanence of some pending cases—
including the exclusion of the United Nations, the fate of the ex-colonies 
and the question of Trieste—did not determine the same attitudes as they 
did in Germany or France. In any case, the PSIUP split into two formations 
in January 1947. The pro-Communist wing of the party took the name of 
“Italian Socialist Party” (PSI) and lined up gradually with the positions of 
the Italian Communist Party (PCI), especially in international politics. 
Excluded from COMISCO after its support of the Czech coup, the PSI 
found itself isolated internationally and developed an uncompromising 
opposition to all stages of European integration until the Treaties of Rome. 
This opposition was not based on a strategy to obtain a revision of the inter-
national status of Italy as it was for the SPD. They used at least four argu-
ments to justify their position, which was basically the one of the Soviets. 
First, the Schuman Plan and the Pleven Plan were, above all, the illustration 
of American interference in Europe, a “crusade tool against the other half 
of Europe”41: “the whole architecture of European initiatives is based on 
the following assumption: the United States – as part of their usual imperi-
alistic policy [...] – concentrate much of their efforts on Western Europe in 
order to transform it in a profitable appendage to the expansion of its own 
[…] economy, and to transform it […] in an advanced base for the military 
assault against USSR and People’s Democracies.”42 In that sense, the “Little 
Europe” had “the same roots as the Europe of Hitler, with the contribu-
tion, that time, of the American capital.”43 Second, the ECSC and the ECD 
would have ensured French–German, even German hegemony in Western 
Europe; they established a kind of French–German dictatorship, with 
American’s patronage, against the USSR.44 Third, they were a way to give 
the full possession of their faculties back to Germans, and so they favoured 
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a resurgence of German militarism. In the minds of Italian Socialists of the 
PSI, especially after the EDC proposal, West Germany remained trapped by 
its old demons, especially if compared with East Germany, and “did not 
demonstrate to the world, […] that it has become a democratic country, a 
country that got out from the ominous influences that twice inspired the 
executioner of European youth.”45 Last, but not least, in the interpretation 
of the leaders of the PSI, the ECSC and EDC will perpetuate the division 
of Germany, and thus the division of the world, and as such could not serve 
peace. In fact, for the PSI, the German question was a priority, but their 
proposal was the Soviet solution: a neutralized and united Germany in 
Europe guaranteed by a renewed American–Soviet agreement: “Two solu-
tions are today taken into consideration […]: the American one […] that 
aims to the signature of contracts with the FRG, i.e. a separate peace with 
Western Germany and its integration in a European army and, indirectly, in 
the Atlantic Pact. The other solution, the Soviet one […] aims to rebuild a 
united Germany, independent and apart from any military alliance, with an 
army limited to the strict exigencies of its own defence.” The Soviet solu-
tion “moves from the idea of a possible pacific coexistence between the two 
regimes […], subject to everybody who effectively wants peace and who 
wants to create its international conditions, and above all, in Europe, a 
Germany apart from the blocks, European centre of international equilib-
rium and equidistance rather than outpost of a military alliance.”46 Whereas 
from the mid-1950s the PSI tried to distance itself from the PCI—in a 
context of relaxation in international relations—and thanks to the focus on 
economic issues, it started to change very gradually its mind about Europe 
(much less on the German question). It voted in favour of Euratom and 
abstained on the European  Economic  Community (EEC). However, it 
remained critical of these initiatives, still denouncing their limitation to 
Western Europe, their technocratic character, their conservative orienta-
tion, the German economic supremacy. Nevertheless, it was possible—even 
necessary—to act within the institutions to try to change them.47 The PSI 
also tried to get back in touch with West European Socialists, especially 
with the Labour Party but also the SPD, with whom Riccardo Lombardi—
in charge of the international office of the PSI since January 1959—wanted 
to have some exchanges of opinions about the European Common Market. 
These contacts were not easy because the SPD’s chosen intermediary was 
the Italian Social Democratic Party (PSDI) and because the SPD was criti-
cal about the PSI’s pro-Soviet orientations and, especially, about the PSI’s 
position on German reunification. These contacts remained complicated 
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also because of the very negative reception of the Bad Godesberg’s pro-
gram within the PSI.48

The position of the Italian Social Democrats is more interesting for 
comparison. In fact, unlike their former companions, they attached great 
importance to Europe. Since the treaty of Peace of 1947, they insisted on 
the necessity of a quick reinstatement of Germany and, within the Socialist 
international movement, a quick reinstatement of the SPD.49 They always 
had the sensation of a community of destiny for European people and 
especially for the Italians and Germans as testified by the comments of the 
Zurich conference where the PSI—which was still at this time the Italian 
representative at the conference—voted against the reinstatement of 
Germany as a full member: “The German problem is the centre of the 
European problem […], and this is even more evident from the Italian 
point of view […] The great new fact is the possibility to build Europe, 
and this possibility has at its heart, the economic and moral recovery of the 
Germans.”50 Contrary to the PSI, who saw the European integration as an 
obstacle to the resolution of the German question, the Social Democrats 
considered it as its solution: “The scheme of the European army must 
serve, for want of resolution of the German question, to make the solution 
easier, integrating the forces of the new German democracy […] for the 
common defence and for the defence of Germany itself […], of whom we 
all recognize the danger if it rearms itself on national and nationalistic 
basis.”51 The split of the PSIUP in January 1947 had been consummated 
on the question of the relationship with the Communists. In any case, 
although they were very heterogeneous amongst themselves, the two ten-
dencies that met within the Socialist Party of Italian Workers (PSLI) also 
shared the deep aspiration to create a Federal European Union. “Critica 
sociale” was the expression of a democratic and humanist socialism, heir to 
Turati, and joined the PSLI because of its “right-wing” criticism of the 
alliance with the Communists. The members of “Critica sociale” aspired 
to the construction of a Federal and “Third Force” Europe to ensure a 
lasting peace by international agreements and the centre of a democratic 
and progressive project. “Iniziativa socialista” was made up of young peo-
ple who had grown up under fascism and who were more ideological and 
inflexible than the others. They joined the PSLI because of a “left-wing” 
criticism of the alliance with the communists. They aspired to a Federal 
Europe but rather as the result of a revolutionary and autonomous action 
of the masses, to prevent war and to build a new world. Therefore, at the 
time of the split, the majority of the supporters of Europe in the PSIUP 
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joined the PSLI, the European sensibility of which was much more asser-
tive than that of the SFIO, as shown by the lively debates accompanying 
the ratification of the accession of Italy to NATO. The PSLI gradually 
abandoned the prospect of a “Third Force” Europe, as did the SFIO, but 
it paid dearly with various splits and reconstructions. In 1949, the left 
wing of the PSLI—which disagreed with the “atlanticist” choice of its 
leadership—the “autonomists” of the PSI (i.e. the members who were 
against the close alliance with the PCI but who refused to join the PSLI in 
1947) and the Union of Independent Socialists, created in February 1948 
by Ignazio Silone merged into the Unit Socialist Party (PSU). Finally, the 
PSLI and the PSU merged into the PSDI in 1951–1952.52 The position 
of the Italian Social Democrats on European integration was more akin to 
that of the SFIO rather than to that of the SPD in the late 1940s and early 
1950s. They voted in favour of all the first stages of European integration. 
Nevertheless, the European perspective of the PSLI, the PSU and then the 
PSDI differed from that of the SFIO on a fundamental point: the percep-
tion of a general decline of Europe that made the German problem a 
simple aspect of the European view of the Italian Social Democrats. The 
European integration was not primarily a way to control Germany but 
rather a means for Italy—and West Germany—to reintegrate into the 
international context and to be considered a full partner to the other 
countries of Western Europe. Therefore, the EDC was an instrument for 
preventing an “autonomous” German rearmament, but it was primarily 
meant to give Europe a strong political impetus through the establish-
ment of a European Political Community (EPC) that would allow it “to 
solve the problems of Europe.”53 The distance from the SFIO is clear on 
this point because the SFIO opposed the EPC. The absence of the British 
did not prevent most French Socialists from establishing specialized com-
munities based on the example of the ECSC. However, it made the con-
struction of a political community more difficult because this would have 
definitely sanctioned the division of Western Europe and left France in a 
head-to-head with Germany. This could also explain why the PSDI 
opposed the Elysée Treaty. In line with the positions of the socialist parties 
in the European Community, the Elysée Treaty was in contradiction with 
their conception of Europe. It also threatened the international assertion 
of Italy.54 Last, as was the case for France, it is difficult to find a genera-
tional effect in the attitude of Italian socialism as a whole towards Europe 
and the “reconciliation” if one considers its divisions. In fact, except for 
“Iniziativa Socialista”—the members of which belonged quite clearly to 
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the same generation but who represented just a marginal part of Italian 
socialism—the experiences of the inter-war period and of the war did not 
determine a common mobilization in favour of Europe and reconciliation. 
These resulted more from ideological and strategic choices than from gen-
erational effects, considering both from the point of view of the demogra-
phy as well as past experiences or memory. At most, we can observe that 
the transfer of interest from issues of defence to those of economics and 
society, as well as the evolution of internal politics, favoured a larger con-
sensus of Italian socialism towards Europe.

Constraining Political Systems

The international status of the various countries in the aftermath of the 
war determined different priorities. Nevertheless, conflicting interests or 
different points of view could bring these parties to converged solutions, 
such as European integration. This is basically the bet made by the fathers 
of Europe. It is also why the PSDI and the SFIO could appear as the 
German, Italian or French Christian Democrats allies. In addition, the 
agreement of 1954–1955, the settlement of the Saar and the focus on 
economic integration surely made the dialogue easier. Indeed, their 
positions were still partly different, as the vote of the Elysée Treaty high-
lights, and refer to a final explanatory variable: the place of these parties in 
their different political systems and the strategies they planned.

All the parties we considered herein aspired to govern after the war. 
They all focused on national interest and used a “nationalist” discourse. 
This “nationalist” fervour was stronger in Germany and in Italy because 
they had a more stringent political necessity than France. The Italian 
Socialists intended to delegitimize the Monarchy, which—together with 
the bourgeoisie and without or against the people—had made the 
Risorgimento and promoted Fascism. Liberation was an opportunity they 
had never really had to carry out given the unity of their nation; hence, the 
image of Liberation as a “Second Risorgimento”, the one the popular 
masses brought to salvation by the PSIUP.55 The German Social Democrats 
had another necessity: They intended to learn from their first experience 
of power and erase the image of the “stateless” party, which had stuck with 
them since the time of Weimar. Excluded, like the Italian Socialists, from 
the process of national unification, they had a first opportunity to embody 
the nation after the First World War. That is why, because of his quality as 
an opponent and “martyr” of the Nazis—and by virtue of an unsuspected 
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democratic faith—Schumacher exalted the nation in his speeches at the 
risk of shocking his interlocutors.56 The SFIO situation is once again dif-
ferent because of the terms of the political transition. If in 1945 the French 
Socialists insisted less than the SPD or the PSIUP on the national charac-
ter of their struggle, it is because—on one hand—their existence and their 
place in the political system was less questioned and—in contrast on the 
other hand—the unity of the nation was embodied by de Gaulle and the 
Socialists having formed a de facto alliance with the General in 1943, a 
“honeymoon” that came to an end in 1945.57

It must be noted, however, that in the socialist’s mind, this use of a 
“nationalistic” discourse did not conflict with their internationalist ideals: 
If the nations had become socialist—which means democratic—why, 
indeed, should they not agree at an international level? In fact, all had the 
feeling that the time had come for Socialism in Europe as the victory of 
the Labour Party in England in 1945 seemed to confirm. However, the 
prospect of a socialist victory across Europe disappeared, and the socialist 
parties we considered either never governed alone or were opposition par-
ties. In addition, European integration became, since its first steps, a 
strong element of legitimization, and a positive attitude towards it was a 
requirement for who wanted to govern.

Thus, although it proposed solutions different from those of the gov-
ernment, the SFIO eventually ratified the German policy by France 
(including the Saar). In addition, the acceptance, albeit reluctant, of Little 
Europe was also partly the result of government choices made by the 
SFIO. We can also assume that questions of strategy played an important 
role during the episode of the EDC, i.e. at a time when the SFIO sought 
out and hesitated between a kind of new version of The Third force and a 
left-oriented alternative strategy. In any case, the weight of domestic issues 
became even clearer after de Gaulle’s return to power. Indeed, the French 
Socialists vehemently opposed the Gaullist version of Franco–German rec-
onciliation for questions, which as we have seen, were in part ideological: 
the opposition of two very different conceptions of European integration. 
Nevertheless, it should be noted that in 1959, but even more in 1962, 
Europe was one of the main arguments of the Socialists against de Gaulle, 
an argument that brought together the political parties of the Fourth 
Republic, which were now openly hostile to de Gaulle’s leadership. When, 
during the ratification of the Elysée treaty, they were accused of being less 
accommodating than the German Social Democrats, French Socialists 
argued that the addition of a preamble on the model of that of the 
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Bundestag—obviously inconceivable to the French government—would 
have allowed the Socialists to ratify the treaty.58

In the aftermath of the war, the SPD—in the prospect of free elections 
and having in mind the memory of Weimar—considered the territorial 
integrity of Germany, national unity and equality of rights the cardinal 
points of its foreign policy. It used them as the main theme of the 1949 
campaign and then used them again in the controversy with the govern-
ment. Its opposition party’s status strengthened its ideological rigidity 
and intransigence, which was fed by the attitude of France, especially 
regarding the Saar and the Ruhr. From the mid-1950s, after the settle-
ment of the Saar issue and the recovery of sovereignty, the line of the 
SPD gradually changed, as was evidenced in particular by the acceptance 
of the Treaties of Rome and finally by the ratification of the Elysée Treaty. 
As for the PSI, this evolution was also the result of electoral consider-
ations. As shown, in part, by the result of the elections of 1953, the 
uncompromising position of the late 1940s and early 1950s had not 
yielded good results, and the deputies were pressing to change the line of 
the party and adapt it to the evolution of the public opinion, especially 
that of the young, which was increasingly more attracted to Europe. 
Some of the main future specialists of international issues within the 
party—such as Herbert Wehner, Fritz Erler and Karl Mommer—began 
to consider the advantages of Europe in terms of consensus. They 
belonged to another demographic generation and were more pragmatic 
than Schumacher; they also had experience within the European struc-
tures and networks. In addition, Erich Ollenhauer, the new leader of the 
party after Schumacher’s death, was in less of a position to resist to these 
pressures than his predecessor. Finally, trade unions, who had voted in 
favour of ECSC, were also lobbying the party leaders to adopt a more 
positive attitude towards the economic integration of Europe.59 The rati-
fication of the Elysée Treaty crowned the work done by the Social 
Democrats in the late 1950s and early 1960s to revise their doctrine and 
to give credibility to a government program. More than Bad Godesberg, 
the speech of Wehner in the Bundestag on 30 June 1960—by which the 
SPD officially recognized the integration of the FRG into NATO as well 
as the commitments made in the context of Western Europe—marked a 
turning point and illustrated the willingness of the party to walk out of 
its political isolation for the first time since 1949. After obtaining the 
addition of the preamble, it was difficult and politically absurd for the 
SPD not to ratify the Elysée Treaty.

  EUROPEAN SOCIALISM AND THE FRENCH–GERMAN RECONCILIATION 



238 

In Italy, the political system’s balance and the game of political alliances 
were even more important than in France or Germany for understanding 
the positioning of the various parties because of the traditional use of inter-
national policy issues for the purpose of internal politics.60 As part of the 
government area, the PSLI, and then the PSDI, supported the policy of its 
allies and considered the entire European construction not only a way for 
Italy to assert itself on an international level but also a condition of mem-
bership in the Western camp and a way to stabilise internal politics. The 
PSI, which joined the opposition in 1947 in close alliance with the com-
munists and took on a position of supposed neutrality (in reality pro-
Soviet), criticized both Europe as a product of American imperialism, 
supported by the Christian Democrats and the Vatican, and the aspirations 
to a Europe “Third Force,” which had once been supported by the Social 
Democrats. The turning point of 1955, in which the PSI accepted the 
Atlantic Pact and started to pay more attention to European integration, 
was primarily the result of a change in domestic political strategy, namely, 
the attempt—in a context of relaxation in international relations—to split 
from the PCI and to approach the government. The vote in favour of 
Euratom and the abstention regarding the EEC was also, and especially, a 
choice of political strategy. As for German Social Democrats, the trade 
unions were pressing to adopt a positive attitude towards Europe. As in 
Germany, the acceptation of European integration was a source of legiti-
mation. If the opposition of the PSI to the Elysée Treaty kept ideological 
tones (among other things, the Franco–German axis was seen as the culmi-
nation of a return of reaction in Europe), however, their arguments tended 
to echo those of the PSDI, i.e. a different vision of Europe and the refusal 
of a French–German hegemony on Europe that would marginalise Italy.

Conclusion

The SPD, the SFIO and, to a lesser extent because they felt less directly con-
cerned, the PSIUP (and its various derivatives, with the exception of the PSI 
in its pro-Soviet phase) repeatedly stressed, since 1945, their commitment to 
the French–German reconciliation as the basis for a pacified European space. 
However, it had been necessary to wait for the Elysée Treaty to see all express 
a common position of principle61 (but still negative against the Gaullists’ 
projects) and for reasons that are still sometimes different.

In fact, if the French-German reconciliation and its various concrete 
steps were all (usually) missed occasions to let European socialism speak 

  C. VODOVAR



  239

with one voice, it was in part because they had to consider not only 
contentious memories, but also contentious national interests at a time 
when they were perfecting integration into their respective political sys-
tems and claimed to rule the destinies of their country.

Scholars have already underlined the fact that the Second World War, 
probably because of the diversity of the experiences, did not really repre-
sent a turning point as far as “political” generations are concerned. At the 
same time, however—and this was the hypothesis of this chapter—the 
common desire to build a peaceful and reconciled world based on the 
memory of the past, as well as the membership of common transnational 
institutions, could have given way to a common mobilization in favour of 
European integration. However, it did not despite the joint statements of 
1963 recalled in the introduction. After 1955, the changes were more the 
results of a new general context (equal partners, predominance of eco-
nomic and social issues, new internal strategy) than the result of a genera-
tional turnover, except in the German situation, in which the strong 
leadership of Schumacher after the war gave more sense to this variable. 
This chapter can definitively confirm that the past experiences (authoritar-
ian/totalitarian regime and the war) did not form, in the first decades after 
the war, a shared political culture able to mobilize socialist parties to share 
a common perspective as far as Europe was concerned.

These conclusions bring us to a last methodological consideration con-
cerning political generation. As said before, the use of the concept of “gen-
eration”, especially in political history, is very fluid. It appears even more 
fluid as far as more countries are concerned. In fact, at least for the years 
taken into consideration, a “generational effect” may be found on very lim-
ited groups of people or, indeed, individuals. In contrast, the comparison 
highlights the fact that the renewal of the elite, from a demographic point 
of view, is different, thus making a transnational approach quite compli-
cated. In contrast, the comparison highlights that the national context was 
still, in 1945, an important element in forging political culture.
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CHAPTER 11

Conclusions: Five Dimensions of Generation 
Around 1945

Jens Späth

In the introduction, we stressed the ubiquity of the term “generation” on 
one hand and the fluidity and vagueness of the analytical concept on the 
other. There is a disproportionate gap between popular self-ascriptions in 
all modern societies and precise methodological instruments in science. 
Are we really talking about the same thing when we use the term “genera-
tion”? We most certainly are not. To contribute to a profound under-
standing of generational studies, all articles presented in this volume have 
tried to address generational issues from an international and transnational 
perspective. They have focused on a specific moment in time, i.e. the 
immediate period after the Second World War in Western Europe, Western 
Germany, Italy and France in particular. To summarize some important 
results of these contributions, I suggest grouping them into five central 
dimensions of generation around 1945.
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Generation as an Open Question

First, Karl Mannheim’s distinction between generational location and 
generational cohesion/generational unity still represents a sound starting 
point for reflections on generational issues. Having the same age and 
operating as age-specific action entities does not automatically mean that 
certain age cohorts belonged to a particular generation. Moreover, con-
flicts are not always directed against the fathers either, which means that 
youth is not an exclusive characteristic of a generation. Before defining 
themselves as such, people usually need a common experience back-
ground, a common cultural context, a common perception of events as 
well as a chronological contemporaneity that shapes their attitudes, 
thoughts and actions. Only if they show a generational consciousness and 
respond uniformly to events and living conditions might we talk about 
generational units that go beyond a mere generational connectedness.1 
These situations change, and therefore we have several different political 
generations in the age of extremes marked by key reference events such as 
both World Wars or Fascism and National Socialism. As Andreas Wirsching 
suggests, generations in the twentieth century became less ideologically 
and politically dominated after 1945 and were characterized rather by ten-
dencies of post-heroism on one hand and mass-culture, consumerism and 
leisure on the other. Later, a younger generation criticized the centralized 
mass democracies.

The importance of bringing together different layers of time, i.e. the 
past and the future, has been elaborated in numerous studies since Reinhart 
Koselleck’s reflections on experience and expectation.2 Some of the chap-
ters presented in this volume have emphasized that generations were both 
communalities of experience and of expectation (Brian Shaev, Jens Späth). 
Even if generations as mental units are ambivalent, age and demography 
continue to matter thus making political generations “chronologically 
elastic.”3 Others have stressed the longue durée and emphasized that politi-
cal cultures and specific interpretations of the past were more significant 
for generational issues than for simple age-cohorts (Maurizio Cau, 
Gabriele D’Ottavio). Although Gabriele D’Ottavio identifies generation 
as an actual driving force of scientific progress in political sciences in 
Germany and Italy after 1945, he emphasizes the specific cultural tradi-
tions reaching back to Weimar and clarifies that this progress cannot be 
explained just in terms of Westernization and Americanization.

As applies to history in general, there were winning and losing genera-
tions. Although we probably agree that the 68ers must be considered 
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winners in history, there were people in the immediate post-war period 
that might be characterized as a “lost generation.” Christian Blasberg sug-
gests that the Italian liberal, Nicolò Carandini, was such an individual. 
Although he showed responsibility and a willingness to contribute to 
democratic reconstruction, he was not able to take the leading position 
within the liberal party after 1945. He described himself as part of a 
“mature and experienced generation” arguing for institutional reforms 
without breaking completely with the liberal tradition because liberalism 
had a very positive assessment in Italy before the rise of Fascism. However, 
age 50 years and thus already a “senior” among the young liberal genera-
tion, the younger party members considered him to be a part of the inflex-
ible political system of Cavour and therefore not a trustworthy 
representative of liberty and justice in the fight against conservative 
monarchists.

The Initializing Events: The World Wars

As we saw in the introduction, generations are usually formed around 
disruptive events: a crisis, a natural catastrophe or a war. Throughout the 
chapters presented in this volume, both World Wars have served for estab-
lishing a certain order of human groupings. Scholars of various disciplines 
agree that the First World War marked a watershed in the twentieth cen-
tury. Jens Späth, in his contribution, asked if the First World War created 
two new generations: an older one born in the last third of the nineteenth 
century with personal active fighting experiences and a younger one born 
after 1900 without such experiences. In his case study, he explored to 
what extent one can apply the generational concept as a collective experi-
ence community to the Bavarian social democrat Wilhelm Hoegner as 
representative of the older generation and to the Italian socialist Lelio 
Basso as representative of the younger generation.

This chapter, among others, has raised the question of whether 1945 
represented a break or a continuity in generational terms. What references 
did those scholars have who had studied during Fascism and National 
Socialism and then took leading positions in the post-war societies? 
Applying it to the legal and political sciences in Italy and West Germany, 
Maurizio Cau and Gabriele D’Ottavio came to rather differentiated con-
clusions. As Cau states for the legal sciences, the German debate was dom-
inated by different doctrinal and cultural options and less by opposing 
generational blocs. In Italy, however, the generational factor was of impor-
tance. There it was the reason for and the effect of accelerated change, of 
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common values and a generational perspective, but not the expression of 
homogeneous positions. In Germany, there was no generational break 
among legal scientists by 1945, whereas in Italy an antagonism of two 
generational units characterized the debate on the most recent past, in 
particular until the Italian Constitution came into effect in 1948. As for 
the political sciences, it was essential in both Germany and Italy to help 
these losers of the Second World War to reverse their backwardness regard-
ing state sciences. Especially in Italy, where the first generation of political 
scientists failed to resist the ideologization of Fascism, this became a politi-
cal, cultural and generational value in itself. Although the second genera-
tion of political scientists in Italy built on their resistenza experience and 
developed a rather positivistic approach after 1945, their German col-
leagues struggled with their status as remigrants from exile and primarily 
introduced US American methods of thinking (D’Ottavio).

The Content: Democracy

According to Andreas Wirsching, the older generation with roots in the 
nineteenth century played a crucial role in the democratic reconstruction 
after the Second World War. Against the background of the age of totali-
tarianism, they were able to revive older political traditions and give them 
a new shape after 1945. In contrast to the generation born around 1900, 
they were significantly less vulnerable to the temptations of totalitarian 
thinking. The Fascists and Nazis, for example, searched for career oppor-
tunities and power through violent means, whereas the communists and 
socialists declared anti-fascism as their generational leitmotiv, set up 
resistance, were persecuted and forced into exile. These radical and 
extremist tendencies of the generation born around 1900 diminished 
after the Second World War and became socially integrated into post-war 
societies. By now, the generation of pre-war democrats got their second 
chance and soon found itself in leading positions, benefitting as well 
from allied support. The definition and understanding of, as well as the 
relation to, democracy became crucial for political scientists in Italy and 
Germany. After 1945, they primarily aimed at immunizing the young 
generation against any totalitarianism by means of a democratic educa-
tion (D’Ottavio).4

For the older generation, it was easier to accept democracy and plural-
ism. They were usually part of the liberal and well-educated middle classes 
or the rational leaders of the labour movement before 1914. Having 
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created a pragmatic faith in progress, they believed in the social-develop-
ment processes provided by reforms. A typical example was the “genera-
tion Friedrich Ebert,” which was socialized before the outbreak of the 
First World War and was therefore biographically and psychologically 
more independent than the younger generation. Referring to Charles 
Maier, these findings of a political culture dominated by the traditions of 
the nineteenth century confirm a sort of second “recasting bourgeois 
Europe” after 1945.5 The consensus of the older generation, which had 
suffered from oppression and violence during the post-war period, defi-
nitely replaced the ideological bipolarity of the inter-war period.

Generation-Building: The 45ers

If we assume that generation-building always happens in a horizontal way 
by age-specific action units, we would have to strictly distinguish the older 
generation born in the last third of the nineteenth century from the 
younger generation born around 1900. Thus, we would exclude that both 
could be part of the democratic, republican and social generation described 
previously, which in 1945 interrupted the history of National Socialism 
and Fascism by replacing old and heavily burdened concepts of order, such 
as “nation,” with a democratic new beginning, European integration and 
working for a better future. Especially the non-compromised members of 
the younger generation, such as Lelio Basso, were able to inspire a young 
anti-fascist generation in Italy with democratic socialism. This was possible 
because they were part of a specific generation that took its references 
from society and not from family (Späth).

Therefore, could we call all those who were involved in democratic 
(re-)construction processes in Western Europe after the Second World 
War “45ers” despite the large age differences between cohorts? And might 
the “45ers” be characterized as a generation of resistance? After all, of 
those born around 1900, the generation of the Hitler Youth emerged as 
well. In his article, however, Dominik Rigoll insists that the decisive char-
acteristic of the generation-building of the “45ers” consisted of having 
taken part in resistance movements. Though we very rarely find genera-
tional self-ascriptions of former resistance fighters—the term “generation” 
does not appear, for example, in Eugen Kogon’s writings—Rigoll suggests 
using the term “45ers” as an analytical instrument to understand the 
development of West Germany up to the 1980s and 1990s. They saw 
themselves as a strategic group and part of a pan-European generation of 
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anti-Nazis. As other contributions have already confirmed (Wirsching, 
Shaev, Späth), not age but the role played in the European civil war 
(1914–1945) and in the democratic-reconstruction process was most 
important for their generational consciousness. Thus, the “45ers” are not 
a generation in itself but rather a generation for itself whose communica-
tive building of generationality and generational unity were directed 
against supporters of Fascism and National Socialism (Rigoll).

The Transnational Sphere

Directly connected to the last aspect are questions regarding the transna-
tional dimension of generations: Can we talk about a European generation 
of resistance by 1945? Although we have national resistance (and libera-
tion) movements in France and Italy that cooperated on various transna-
tional levels, a similarly broad movement did not develop within Nazi 
Germany. The French generation of resistance addressed its consciousness 
against the generation of their fathers, in particular, who had failed to 
avoid a German occupation in 1940. Contrary to this French generation 
of resistance born in illegality due to the German aggression, German 
“45ers” did not dispose of the same audience as the French resistance lit-
erature did. That is why authors such as Heinrich Böll or Hans Werner 
Richter, who could have had an effect on the new beginning, were called 
the “lost generation.” In the end, it is tempting to regard the “45ers” as a 
transnational generational unity that consisted of the political generation 
of resistance and two opposing generations: the first of those who actively 
supported the allied powers and the second of those who remained neutral 
(Dominik Rigoll). Subsuming several and sometimes antagonistic units 
within one generation might be a solution to dealing with the “45ers” in 
further research.

Jan de Graaf argues in this direction as well. He confirms that the battle 
between older leading party politicians and younger challengers over how 
to deal with the experience of right-wing dictatorships can not only be 
observed in the liberal sphere but also in the debates on socialist post-war 
politics. It is essential to remember that Italian Fascism lasted for an entire 
generation and thus lasted far longer than Fascist regimes in Germany, 
Austria and other Western European countries. Whereas almost exclu-
sively elder socialists were in leading positions in these latter countries, in 
Italy and central-eastern Europe a young and internationally far less known 
generation was ready to take over from their discredited party comrades. 
Polish socialists, for example, regarded themselves as “wiser than the West 
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European socialists by a whole historical period.”6 This helps to explain 
the generational disharmony between younger revolutionaries and elder 
moderates in Europe, which threatened the unity of the international 
socialist community after 1945.

Christine Vodovar remains rather sceptical of the question of whether 
generation mattered in the Franco−German reconciliation process. She 
characterizes the conflict on a European Defence Community not as gen-
erational or motivated by common experiences but marked by a deep dis-
trust of Germany and a marginalization of the socialist peace movement in 
the interwar-period. As for Italy, she stresses the importance of ideology 
and strategy rather than a generational effect of Italian socialists concern-
ing Europe and reconciliation. Although she admits that the common 
desire for peace and a coming to terms with the past, combined with 
cooperation in transnational institutions (such as the European-integration 
process), could have mobilized Western European socialists after the 
Second World War, this only happened in the 1960s when a new genera-
tion of younger politicians took the leading positions. Before then, com-
mon experiences had not formed a common political culture in socialist 
parties—or if they did, then they did so only in very limited groups and 
individuals.

Despite of heterogeneous political discourses in Western Europe and 
the distinct memory cultures of each political party, one could also imag-
ine two or more national political groups as a single generation. Whereas 
de Graaf and Vodovar might have preferred the term “age cohorts” for 
their case studies, Brian Shaev thinks of a generation as a self-aware and 
interconnected action unity with a community-generating notion. He 
crosses national borders and investigates the Franco−German socialist 
relations as transnational memory communities after 1945. Although he 
identifies visible generational differences within both parties, he stresses 
the negatively formative character of the interwar-period, which was abso-
lutely discredited by the end of the Second World War. The transnational 
memory of the SFIO and the SPD touched their understanding of democ-
racy and led mutual interferences to tackle the legacy of the past in a trans-
national (in other words, European) way toward the future in order to 
strengthen democracy. Although the French socialists showed optimism 
earlier, the German social democrats took more time to get out of their 
timid, isolated and mistrusted position.

Although the contributions herein have focused on various aspects in 
three different countries, they all confirm that new political cultures 
existed in Western Europe after 1945. Their manifestations were manifold 
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and included trends toward post-heroism and toward mass culture; the 
latter has facilitated vibrant research activities and current projects refer-
ring to the term “popular culture.”7 However, the most important mani-
festation was democracy. Even if we concede that national narratives 
dominated the history of post-war democracies, grown out of distinct 
political cultures, we can identify common elements of democratization by 
examining transnational personal networks, discourses and border-crossing 
biographic experiences more closely. Leading progressive politicians in 
France, Italy and Western Germany, who often belonged to a democratic 
generation rooted in the late nineteenth century, shared common values. 
These manifested themselves in substantially convergent definitions, expe-
riences and practices of democracy and led to a notion of “Europeanness” 
never seen before in history. Although their political backgrounds and 
their lives under dictatorship and occupation had been extremely diverse, 
they could rely on their networks and tactical experiences created and col-
lected over a long period of time. Many of the politicians, scientists and 
intellectuals of this generation presented in this volume operated as key 
actors and initiators of numerous constitutions, bills and further norma-
tive texts in the transitional period.

These findings suggest once more that generation matters not only to 
structure history but especially when it comes to discussing how collective 
resources should be distributed within societies. At the same time, we 
should take the approach of constructing an artificial order seriously and 
always question if generation is really a helpful category for dividing his-
tory into periods. Generation seems to be especially appropriate when 
other patterns of order, such as “nation,” have been discredited as was the 
case by 1945. Its future-oriented character facilitated a break with the past 
and a request for a new beginning. Applying structured research methods 
horizontally rather than vertically and referring to society rather than to 
family, the chapters confirm that the democratization process developed 
within a “transnational praxis,” which meant first of all a transatlantic con-
text until the 1960s.8 Opening up comparative and transnational perspec-
tives, the contributions also show the potential and limitations of 
Europeanizing the continent’s history. Although memory and generation 
studies often remain within a national framework, the disruptive event of 
the Second World War represents an ideal starting point from which to 
conceptualize cultural, political and scientific communities and institu-
tions, with all their rituals and symbols, as transnational units. By stressing 
comparisons, transfers and entanglements, by conceiving of (Western) 
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Europe beyond binational frameworks and by considering the longue 
durée of the protagonist’s lives in the late nineteenth and most of the 
twentieth century, the articles can be seen as small laboratories of how to 
write European history today.9
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