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The end of World War I raised hopes and expectations among large numbers of people. In a few years those hopes and 
expectations turned into disappointment and disillusionment, coloring the two decades between world Wars I and II. In 
the following selection Robert Wohl analyzes the origins and meaning of this disillusionment, focusing on the shared 
experiences of the generation of Europeans who were born during the 1890s and who had to shoulder much of the 
burden of the war.  

 
When we think of the army of returning veterans during the 1920s, we see them through the eyes of Remarque and 
Hemingway as a generation of men crippled, both physically and morally, by their service in the war. Many no doubt 
were. Yet it is a fact that the famed cynicism and disillusionment of the survivors were, to a great extent, a product of 
the first few years of peace. To understand this mood of disillusionment we must recall the attitudes and expectations 
that soldiers brought home with them, attitudes and expectations that were also widespread among the younger 
population as a whole.  

 
Many soldiers had, like Omodeo, come to think that the war must have a secret meaning that only the future would 
reveal; they found it necessary to believe that their sacrifice and suffering would not be in vain; and they clung to the 
hope that the war would turn out to have been a rite of purification with positive results. Sensing this feeling and 
realizing its importance, political leaders in all countries encouraged the fighting and civilian sectors of the population to 
expect from peace not merely an end to bloodshed but a real alteration and improvement in the tenor and quality of 
life. It was said, and widely believed, that class barriers would fall; that selfishness would give way to cooperation; that 
harmony would reign; that conflict among nations would cease; and that everyone’s sacrifice and suffering would 
somehow be compensated.  

 
These expectations were often encapsulated in the world “revolution,” but people of different social backgrounds 
assigned very different meanings to the term. Governments encouraged these hopes with their propaganda, and in 1918 
Wilson came to incarnate the dream of renovation. The Wilsonian vision of a world safe for democracy merged with the 
equally vague idea of a revolution carried out by returning soldiers in the name of the values of manhood and self-
sacrifice they had discovered on the battlefield.  

 
Disillusionment comes in many forms. The special form it took in Europe in the 1920s had to do with the development of 
the political situation and the frustration of apocalyptic hopes. Between 1917 and 1920 a revolutionary wave broke over 
every European country. Armies grew restive and mutinied; urban populations staged riots and insurrections over 
dwindling food supplies and rising prices; unions swelled in membership far beyond their prewar size; and workers 
began to challenge factory owners for the control of production….  

 
This disillusionment was felt by men and women of all age-groups in all parts of Europe; but the feeling of betrayal and 
defeat was especially strong among returning veterans born in the 1890s. They suffered from a tremendous sense of 
anticlimax, and the younger they were the more disoriented they felt….  

 
The developments of 1917-1920 engendered disappointment and frustration; they gave rise to bitterness and cynicism; 
but among young war veterans, the dream of cultural and political renewal did not die. Brought up in a crepuscular 
atmosphere of cultural crisis, subjected while still young to the ordeal of the war, witnesses during the immediate 
postwar years to a wave of revolution that swept away century-old empires and shook to its foundations every 
European institution, intellectuals born in the last two decades of the nineteenth century could not divest themselves of 
the feeling that the apocalypse had only been postponed and that any restoration of the postwar era would be 
temporary. The survival of the revolutionary regime in Russia, the creation of Communist parties throughout Europe, the 
victory of the Fascist movements in Italy, the collapse of parliamentary governments in Spain, the difficulties that Great 
Britain and France experienced in regaining their prewar dynamism, and the onset of the worldwide economic crisis in 
1929 confirmed these intellectuals in their belief that the world of their childhood was dead and that a new postwar 
world was being born.  

 



Government and the Governed: The Interwar Years 

R.H.S. Crossman  

 
Many scholars saw the 1920s as a period of failure and missed opportunities. This was particularly true of liberal of left-
wing scholars from Western democracies, for they looked for the origins of the disastrous rise of dictatorships and the 
Great Depression in those years. The following selection by R.H.S. Crossman exemplifies this perspective. Educated as 
Oxford, Crossman became a leading figure in the Labour Party’s left wing and wrote numerous works on philosophy and 
politics. Here, in a work published in 1940, Crossman analyzes the period between 1918 and 1933.  

 

 
Seen in retrospect, the period from 1918-1933 is marked by a growing lethargy in the victor nations. Neither at home 
nor abroad did democracy undertake a single great constructive enterprise. Victory seemed to have deprived France and 
Britain of their dynamic: their Conservatives ceased to be ardent imperialists, and their Socialists lost their revolutionary 
fervor. A spirit of collective pacifism possessed them, and made the people content with the lazy approval of high ideals, 
the verbal condemnation of injustice, chicanery and oppression. Holding all the power, the Western democracies 
disdained to use it, so long as the status quo was in any way tolerable. The attitude of America was not dissimilar, 
except, that here the League idea was rejected and the Monroe doctrine was still regarded as America’s contribution to 
world peace.  

 
A myth is only justifiable if it stimulates to action. But “Collective Pacifism” was a sedative, not a stimulant. It intoxicated 
the democracies with a feeling of moral superiority and well-being, while it sapped their sense of responsibility. 
Gradually statesman and peoples alike began to believe that the League of Nations was a force able to do the work 
which previously fell to the various nations. Instead of relying on themselves and on cooperation with their allies, they 
began to rely on the League to preserve peace. Since the League had no coercive power at its disposal, this trust was 
wholly unjustified.  

 
No one Party or section of the population can be blamed for this collapse of democratic morale. The great opportunity 
had been missed in 1918-19: and it was difficult for the Western democracies to recover from that failure. They had 
encouraged nationalism as the basis of government; they had retained economic imperialism and permitted 
international finance to function independently of government policy. In brief, they had as far as possible returned to 
pre-war conditions. Having done so, they sought to humanize them. That they failed is an indication that good intentions 
and kindness, unbacked by resolution and knowledge, may disguise injustices but never eradicate them. Kindness and 
good-will no doubt console the patient suffering from cancer, but they will not cure the cancer; and the patient whose 
practitioner only displays these qualities, may, in his intolerable agonies, turn to a quack and curse the Christian 
humanity which his practitioner displays.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Great Depression in Europe 

James M. Laux  

 
Most scholars agree that the Great Depression was very important, but they disagree over its precise significance. For 
Marxists, it was the greatest in a series of periodic economic cries inevitably flowing from the capitalist system and an 
indication that his system would soon collapse. For liberal economic historians, it was an indictment of conservative, 
nationalistic economic policies that would be forced to give way to modern Keynesian policies characterized by greater 
government activity and planning. For others, it was a crucial cause of the rise of Nazism and World War II itself.  In the 
following selection of James Laux analyzes the impact of the Great Depression emphasizing various changes in attitude 
that stemmed from it.  

 
The Depression, perhaps, had the most significant impact on people’s thinking about economic matters. Looking back on 
the experience, most Europeans agreed that the orthodoxy of laissez-faire no longer held. They would not again accept 
the view that the government must interfere as little as possible in the operation of the economic system. Governments 
must accept wider responsibilities than balancing their own budgets. The value of the currency in terms of gold must 
give way to economic expansion if the two appear in conflict. Laissez-faire already was wheezing and laboring in the 
1920s; after the decade of the 1930s it was nearly prostrate. As so often happens, a philosophy came along to justify this 
changed attitude, a new approach to theoretical economics worked out by Englishman John Maynard Keynes. The most 
influential economist of the twentieth century, Keynes published his classic work in 1936, The General Theory of 
Employment, Interest and Money. He argued that governments can and should manipulate capitalistic economies, by 
running surpluses or deficits, by investing heavily in public works, by changing the size of the money and credit supply, 
and by altering rates of interest. In his analysis he emphasized in the total economy, the relations among savings, 
investment, production, and consumption, what is called macroeconomics, rather than an investigation of a single firm 
or sector.  
 
A critic of socialism, Keynes scorned the significance of government ownership of production facilities, but promoted 
government intervention in an economy to make Capitalism work better.  

 
Bolstering this view were the remarkable production achievements of many European industrial states during the two 
world wars. In these crises national economies expanded military production enormously under government direction. 
Many asked why such techniques could not be applied in peacetime also, but to make consumer products rather than 
tools of destruction. 
 
The upshot was that by 1945 if not 1939 most Europeans abandoned the idea that they lived at the mercy of an 
impersonal economic system whose rules could not be changed and accepted the proposition that the economy could 
operate the way people wanted it to. From this it was a short step to the concept of planning the future development of 
the economy ---- both the whole and particular segments of it. Economic planning became an acceptable posture for 
capitalist societies and enjoyed a considerable reputation. Some of those who supported it perhaps underestimated the 
possible merits of free markets as guiding production decisions and did seem to assume that planners somehow possess 
more wisdom than ordinary human beings.  
  
Economic nationalism was a more immediate result of the Depression --- the policy that short-run national economic 
interests have highest priority and that international economic cooperation and trade must give way before narrowly 
conceived national interests. Economic nationalism showed its sharpest teeth in those European states where political 
nationalism reached a peak --- Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union. Its strength declined in western Europe after the 
Second World War as people saw once again that economic prosperity among one’s neighbors could bring great benefits 
to oneself. In an expanding continental or world economy everyone can get richer. But one wonders if economic 
nationalism may not revive in western Europe, especially if it seems a popular policy in a crisis. 
  
The Great Depression had important political repercussions too. In Germany, the Depression’s tragic gloom made the 
dynamism of the Nazi movement seem more attractive. It is difficult to imagine the Nazis achieving power without the 
Depression and its pervasive unemployment in the background. In France, the Depression convinced many that the 
regime of the Third Republic had lost its élan and relevance to the twentieth-century problems, but the lack of a widely 



popular alternative meant that the Republic could limp along until a disastrous military defeat brought it down. In 
Britain, the Depression was less serious and no fundamental challenge to the political regime developed. The 
conservatives held power for most the interwar period and their failure to work actively to absorb the large 
unemployment that continued there until late in the 1930s brought widespread rancor and bitterness against them. 
Doubts as to the conservatives’ ability to manage a peacetime economy led to the first majority Labour government in 
the 1945 election. More profoundly, the years of heavy unemployment bred a very strong anti-capitalist sentiment in 
much of British labor, a sentiment that led them after the war to demand moves toward socialism, such as 
nationalization of major industries. 
 
The Depression helped convince Europeans that their governments must try to manage their economies. Most agreed 
that full employment and expanding output should be the goals. They did not agree on the means to achieve these ends. 
 


