
Centre for Comparative and Public History 

Department of History 

Chinese University of Hong Kong 

In-Service Teacher Training Course 

Conflicts and Cooperation in the Twentieth-Century World 

 

Lecture 4  Post-war Europe: Prosperity, Cold War, And Decolonization 

(1945-c1968) 

 
The major story of Europe after World War II is the end of European domination in world 

affairs. Even the victors, Britain and France, were exhausted by the war, and their efforts in 

maintaining their 19th century colonies proved futile. Instead, the new world was dominated by the 

superpowers of USA and USSR, whose ideological confrontation plunged the world into an era of Cold 

War. Nevertheless, in this midst of this new tension, Western Europe rose from the ashes of war to 

achieve a new prosperity and social peace. 
 

1. Europe after World War Two  
A. Damage 

1. Thirty-six and a half million Europeans die because of the war 

a.) Equivalent to total population of France in 1939 

b.) More than half (19 million) of those non-combatants 

2. Many countries suffer more civilian than military losses--USSR; Hungary; Poland, 

Yugoslavia; Greece; France; Netherlands; Belgium; Norway 

3. Only the UK and Germany have more military than civilian deaths.  

4. In the USSR, civilian losses up to 16 million; military losses about 8 million 

(including 3.5 million prisoners of war who died out of 5.5 millions military captives) 

B.  Destruction 
1. Few European cities of any size had survive the war unscathed 

a.) Western allies’ bombing campaign 1944 – 1945 



b.) Red Army’s trail of destruction from Stalingrad to Prague 

c.) United States Air Force flatten centers of Caen and Le Havre 

d.) British and U.S. destroy Hamburg, Cologne, Dusseldorf, and Dresden. 

e.) Minsk, Kiev, Warsaw (systematically burned and blown up street by street, 

house by house, by retreating German army in 1944) 

2. In Berlin, at war’s end, 75 percent of buildings uninhabitable 

3. People rendered homeless 

a.) 25 million in USSR 

b.) 20 million in Germany (a half million in Hamburg alone) 

4. In the East enormous damage 

a.) Yugoslavia had lost 25% vineyards, 50 percent livestock, 75 percent railway 

bridges, 33 percent industrial assets 

b.) USSR: 70,000 villages, 1,700 towns destroyed, and 32,000 factories 

destroyed 

5. After the war, enormous numbers of people find themselves unwanted where they are 

- the “displaced people” 

a.) In the immediate post-war period, 50 million refugees in all  

C. Societies after Occupation 
1. After the war, comes a time of retribution; punishment for collaborators and war 

criminals 

a.) In Norway, a country of 3 million, the entire membership of the Nasjonal 

Sammlung, the main organization of pro-Nazi collaborators, was tried, all 55,000 

of them, along with nearly 40,000 others; 17,000 men and women received 

prison terms; 30 death sentences, 25 carried out.  

b.) By contrast, in France, with more than 10 times the population (35 million), 

only 38,000 imprisoned, most of them released in 1947. (791 death sentences 

carried out.)  

c.) Wartime collaboration had been so widespread in France – and so condoned 

by the Vichy state – that punishing it widely would open too large a can of 

worms 

d.) Forty years would pass before something like the Maurice Papon trial, a 

Frenchman condemned for deporting Jews, could occur 



2. Crimes against humanity 

a.) By common consent, only Germans could be guilty of those 

b.) Even Austria was absolved of blame (Moscow Declaration of 30 October 

1943) 

c.) Austria relieved of responsibility for Nazi allegiance 

d.) Allies allow Austria to handle its own modest “de-Nazification” 

 

2. Rebuilding 
D.  The Welfare State 

1. A consensus – from right (Christian Democrats) to left (Socialists and Communists)  

2. The proper task of government 

a.) A state worth the name had to be a social state 

3. Considered necessary in order to avoid the social despair that had killed so many 

democracies in the interwar years and to regain healthy populations 

a.) General “postwar craving for security” (John Maynard Keynes).  

4. Endorsed by those who came (or returned) to power, or exercised influence in the 

postwar years 

a.) Older men such as Konrad Adenauer (1876, Germany), Alcide De Gasperi 

(1881, Ialy), Léon Blum (1872, France), Clement Attlee (1883, Great Britain) 

5. The ‘Welfare State’ not seen as radical break with the past but as the revival of 

something valuable, forgotten in the misguided interwar years.  

a.) Seen as stable, responsible, enlightened, peaceful; as pragmatic, not 

ideological 

b.) The “art of the possible,” not an expression of over-confident radicalism. 

E. The Marshall Plan (1947-1952) 
1. US Secretary of State George Marshall realizes in the spring of 1947 that the Soviets 

did not want to do anything for Germany  

2. The ‘economic disappearance’ of Germany handicapped the economy of all of 

Europe 

a.) Bitter mood in Paris, Rome, and elsewhere 

3. Marshall announces his plan for a European Recovery Program at the Harvard 

University Commencement Address of 5 June 1947 



a.) Not a matter of “plugging holes” but a strategic program of recovery and 

growth 

b.) Left to the Europeans to take the aid and decide how to use it 

c.) Substantial sum, $13 billion from 1947 to 1952 (end of Marshall Aid) 

4. Aid was offered to all of Europe, including the USSR 

a.) Soviets decline and force Eastern European countries to follow suit 

b.) This “refusal” proves an economic catastrophe for Eastern Europe 

5. Marked a parting of the ways between the two halves of the continent 

6. In Western Europe, the Marshall Plan added to the organization of European 

economies because of how the aid was organized 

7. The Plan did not offer aid in cash 

a.) Provided goods, free of charge, delivered to European states on the basis of 4-

year request plans formulated by governments 

b.) These goods then sold in each country, generating “counterpart funds,” the 

use of which determined according to bilateral agreements between Washington 

and the local government 

8. Obliged European governments to plan ahead; and to work with one another 

9. Advantages for the United States 

a.) Revived international free trade (people remembered the export slump of the 

30s) 

b.) Europe could buy US products 

c.) Restored Europe to the status of trading partner (as opposed to reducing it to 

imperial dependency)  

d.) An economically fragile European continent might fall more easily into 

Stalin’s hands. 

10. The Plan allows Western Europe to endure shortages of 1947 (fuel, food, 

commodities) 

11. Helps governments politically 

a.) They did not have to further reduce the standard of living or cut back on 

newly-introduced services 

b.) A welcome injection of money, allowing European economies to help 

themselves Psychological benefits 



c.) Gave hope; helped Europeans to break decisively with chauvinism, despair 

and authoritarian solutions 

 

3. Europe and the Cold War (1945-1961) 
F. The “Iron Curtain” Comes Down 

1. With the continent divided into occupation zones, Cold War frontiers are drawn 

quickly across Europe  

2. Winston Churchill’s famous speech in Fulton, Missouri, in March 1946, “From 

Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the 

continent.” 

3. Soviet control over Eastern Europe a done deal 

a.) Stalin said, “This war is not as in the past; whoever occupies a territory also 

imposes upon it his own social system. Everyone imposes his own system as far 

as his army can reach. It cannot be otherwise.”  

b.) The Soviets, having fought a horrific war, want Germany incapacitated and 

all the lands between it and the Soviet borders – Finland to Yugoslavia  ‘secured’ 

and run by reliable governments; i.e. Communist ones 

c.) With the ‘takeover’ comes increasing repression   

4. Soviet heavy-handedness and Western worries become more evident when the USSR-

backed Communists engineer a political coup in Prague in February 1948  

5. In June 1948, the Western Allies announce the creation of a separate West German 

state with a new currency the Deutsche Mark (printed in the US) circulates from 21 June 

6. On 23 June, Soviet authorities cut railway lines between Berlin’s western-occupied 

zones and West Germany 

In response, the U.S. commences an airlift to Tempelhof Airport on 26 June 1948 and 

lasts until 12 May 1949 

a.) 277,500 flights, 2.3 million tons of food, 73 Allied airmen dead.  

7. Stalin wanted the west to give up its plans for a separate West German state but he 

was unwilling to wage war over it 

8. At a May 1949 conference, agreement on the formation of a complementary East 

German state 

G. Living Divided  



1. The partition of Germany the most dramatic ‘instance’ of the Cold War  

2. Becomes more visually jarring with the Soviet’s erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961 

a.) Telephone lines, streets, neighbourhoods cut in half 

b.) Built because Berlin served as an escape door into the West 

c.) East Germany is the only European country whose population decreases 

between 1945 and 1960 

d.) Both a “brain drain” and a public-relations disaster 

H. NATO and the Warsaw Pact; the 1956 Hungarian Uprising 
1. Prime Minister Imre Nagy tries to liberalize Hungarian state policies 

a.) Less ham-fisted economic planning that concentrates exclusively on heavy 

industry, and more consumer goods 

b.) More flexibility towards peasants who were (correctly) critical of 

“collectivization”.  

c.) Nagy removed from office in 1955 

2. Nagy returns to office on a wave of popular protest in 1956  

3. Hungarian troops refuse to fire on the protesting crowd 

4. Went so far as to announce Hungary’s withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact (i.e., the 

Soviet “bloc”) 

5. The USSR’s response was immediate 

a.) Soviet troops crush the uprising 

b.) 2,700 Hungarians died in the fighting 

6. A Soviet - loyal figure put at the head of the Hungarian government 

7. It sentences 341 people to death, 22,000 to prison, and 13,000 to camps; many tens of 

thousands lost their jobs 

a.) 200,000 people – over 2 percent of population - flee the country (many of 

them young and educated 

b. 80,000 go to the USA 

8. Imre Nagy executed at dawn on 16 June1958 

a.) \ Thirty-three years later, 16 June1989), after the fall of the Soviet bloc, 

hundreds of thousands of Hungarians attend Nagy’s ceremonial reburial.  

 

 



4. Decolonization 
I. Liberation Battles 

1. The Dutch in Indonesia (a war in all but name, against guerilla forces) 

2) The French in Vietnam; a political and military catastrophe 

a.) An unpopular war, fought by draftees, against what many in the west 

considered a liberation struggle 

b.) Ho Chi Minh, widely considered a heroic figure  

c.) In 1954 Washington calls a halt, it being clear the French cannot re-establish 

their authority 

i.) Dien Bien Phu defeat on 7 May1954.  

3. The French government (under Pierre Mendès-France) agrees to leaves the region  

a.) consensus in public opinion, though disgruntlement within the officer corps 

(another “stab-in-the-back legend”...) 

4. The French in Algeria 

5. Little attention given to modest demands for home rule 

6. By 1954, the pent-up anger results in the not-compromise-prone FLN (National 

Liberation Front) 

7. The start of eight years of war 

8. De Gaulle reassures the white settlers that France would not abandon them (Famous 

speech, I have understood you, “Je vous ai compris” (4 June 1958) 

9.  De Gaulle also understands that colonial Algeria was becoming an anachronism  

10. In September 1959 grants self-determination 

a.) Officers and settlers attempt a military coup in April 1961 (OAS, Secret 

Army Organization) 

11. On 1 July 1962, France votes to relinquish Algeria 

a.) It becomes an independent state on 3 July 

b.) It ends of 5 decades of (fear of) war in France 

12. The British retreat from India and Pakistan (1947) relatively orderly 

a.) Led to great ethnic violence between Hindus and Muslims 

13. British decolonization humiliation centered on Egypt and the Suez Canal Crisis, 

1956.  



14. The British had controlled Egypt in one way or another since 1882 in order to 

command that crucial waterway.  

15. In 1952, a group of young Egyptian officers (who had overthrown the London-led 

King Farouk) abrogated Egypt’s Treaty with Britain 

a.) The British re-occupy the Canal Zone 

16. Problems intensify when Gamal Abdel Nasser becomes head of state in 1954 

a.) Offense taken at Nasser’s “non-alignment” stance (together with Tito and 

Nehru; 1956) 

17. On 26 July 1956, Nasser nationalizes the Suez Canal Company 

18. The French and British secretly plan a joint military invasion, together with Israel  

19. On 5-6 November 1956, the first Anglo-French troops land in Egypt 

20. U.S. President Dwight Eisenhower (only just re-elected), annoyed with this 

deception and what he sees as an irrelevant post-colonial conflict, threatens to stop 

protecting the pound sterling 

21. On 7 November, British Prime Minister Anthony Eden capitulates 

22. The independence of Belgian Congo coincides with the struggle between USA and 

USSR for influence in Africa 

a.) The assassination of Patrice Lumumba. 

23. Late imperial wars in Portuguese Africa, brought to an end by the death of dictator 

Antonio Salazar and the Portuguese Revolution of 1974. 

 

5. Boom Years 
J. The 1950s 

1. A time of enormous social change and unaccustomed prosperity 

2. In mid-decade European countries stop measuring their success by how close they 

had come to a target set by reference to the past 

3. They stop thinking in terms of “recovery,” and start looking at a future of growth 

4. By the 1960s even the most sophisticated economist assumes that everything in the 

economy - productivity, consumption, quality, quantity, technological sophistication, 

employment possibilities, wages, … would increase for ever 

a.) Unemployment fell to 1,5% of the European labour force 

b.) Italian production was three times what it had been in 1914 



c.) All 1914 figures start to look irrelevant 

5. In economics this kind of uninterrupted growth - it was not a “cycle” anymore - was 

“supergrowth” 

6. Based on two elements (with self-sustaining momentum) 

a.) Mass consumption 

b.) State intervention policies (social rights) 

K. High Mass Consumption 
1. In 1950 in Western Europe, half of the budget of a working family would go to food 

and fuel (and tobacco) 

a.) After rent and clothing, very little “disposable income” left 

2. The vast majority of people traditionally owned four kinds of things 

a.) The things they had inherited 

b.) The things they had made themselves 

c.) The things they had bartered / exchanged 

d.) The very few things they actually bought 

i.) Most of the latter made by people they knew 

3. “Shopping” as a leisure activity was extremely rare 

a.) In Britain, post-war rationing only ended in 1954, which meant that no-one 

under 18-years-old had ever known free shopping 

4. Former luxury goods become mass consumption items 

L. Social rights 
1. Before the war, working people had the vote (if they were men), but little else  

a.) Explains the bitter political polarization of the 1930s 

2. From 1945, improvements in tenants’ rights, state-guaranteed pensions, medical and 

accident insurance, trade-union rights, paid vacations, good subsidized housing.  

3. State involvement in citizens’ lives begins to assume a positive aspect 

State responsibility toward its citizens enormously expanded. (Health, unemployment 

benefits, education.)  

4. Welfare policies in Europe rested on a very strong social and political consensus  

a.) Seen as a “social contract” between citizens and governments 

M. The end of ideology? 
1. The end of a working-class culture based on scarcity  



2. Some call it, in the 1950s, the “end of ideology” 

a.) The worlds of the International, “arise ye starvelings” had lost their 

immediacy  

 


