
Economy and Society: 1950-1990 



The Welfare State in Western Europe 
• Following Britain’s example, countries sought to establish “mixed 

economies” and provide universal services to their populations: 
– Employment 
– Unemployment and disability insurance 
– Social security 
– Socialized medicine 
– Low-income housing 
– Family allowances and maternity grants 
– Progressive tax system 

• Economic prosperity of 50s and 60s allowed for initial 
establishment 
– Labour in Britain 
– Christian Democrats in Italy and West Germany 

• Economic downturn of the 1970s led conservatives to trim back the 
“welfare state” by privatizing many national industries 
– Example: Britain under Thatcher 



Economic Crisis of the 1970s 
• Energy Crisis 

– Cause: Yom Kippur War 
• European support for Israel 

against Turkey 

– What: OPEC placed an 
embargo on US, and increased 
oil prices to Europe! 

– Result: Stagflation! 
• High inflation coupled with high 

unemployment 

• Social Consequences 
– Pessimism replaced optimism, 

yet welfare state prevented 
another GD! 

– Resurgence of conservative 
parties in late 70s 
• Thatcher pursued a reduction in 

gov’t spending, which had 
caused huge debts during the 
70s 

 
 



Movement towards a less rigid social 
class system 

• Rise of a more mobile and 
less secure middle 
class…but why? 
– “Big Science” required 

more scientists and 
managers 

– Based on specialized skills 
and high levels of 
education…NOT the ability 
to own property 

– Increased access to 
education provided more 
accessibility to high-paying 
industrial and gov’t jobs 

• Lower classes also 
became more mobile 
– Rural workers increasingly 

moved to cities 
– White-collar and service 

jobs increased rapidly 
– Many in the lower class 

greatly resembled those 
within the middle class 



Consumerism: The Great Social 
Leveller 

• Why? 
– Rising standard of living, 

thanks to economic recovery 
and social welfare 

– Disposable income increased 
• 1800s: Food was 2/3 

• 1960s: Food was 2/5 

• Automobile demand 
increased 

• “Gadget Revolution” 

• Mass leisure and recreation 
increased 
– Tourism becomes widespread 

due to paid vacations 

 



Postwar Immigration Changes 

• Guest Worker Programs 
– Economic expansion + Low 

birth rate = demand for 
outside labor sources 

– Millions migrated to from 
more rural south to more 
industrial north 

• Postcolonial migration 
– Helped develop a growing 

sense of ethnic diversity 
within Europe 

• Conservatives, promoting 
nationalism, pushed for 
government restrictions to 
be placed on immigrants 



Counter-Culture of the 1960s 

• Baby boomers of postwar Europe 
grew up in a free and prosperous, 
yet boring society! 
– Developed a non-conformist  and 

Romantic perspective 
– Postwar society was viewed as 

repressive and flawed 

• Why? 
– Mass communication linked the 

globe 
– Youth were a large part of the 

population 
– Greater purchasing power created 

fads!! 

• Three main effects: 
– Student protests 
– Women’s rights movement 
– Green Movement 



Student Revolts of the 1960s 

• Cause: US involvement in 
Vietnam 
– Spread from USA to the rest 

of Europe 

• “Paris Spring” – 1968 
– Students took over 

universities in Paris with the 
desire for curriculum changes 
and decision-making power 

– Gained support of industrial 
workers, which led to general 
strike 

– CDG put down the revolt, but 
it signaled an end to a 
prosperous conservative era 
in Europe 



Lives of Postwar Women 

• Family Life 
– Women were encouraged 

to return home after war 
– 2 children per family 
– Increased use of 

contraceptives 

• Women at work 
– Elimination of domestic 

earning led to an increase 
in married female wage 
earners 

– Major cause for the 
Feminist Movement of the 
1970s 



Feminist Movement 

• Simone de Beauvoir 

– The Second Sex 1949 

– Used existentialism to 
advocate the liberation of 
women 

• Betty Friedan 

– The Feminine Mystique 
1963 

– Women were trained from 
infancy to serve men 

– Founded NOW!!! 



Women’s Rights Movement 

• Goals: 

– Equality in the 
workplace 

– Right to divorce 

– Legalize abortion 

– Protection from physical 
violence 

• Feminist movements 
characterized life in the 
1970s 



Rise of Environmentalism 

• Rachel Carson – Silent 
Spring 1962 

– Inspired the 70s Green 
movement 

• Two goals: 

– Lessen the effects of 
industry on nature 

– Linked environmental 
issues to social issues 



Religious Reform 

• Second Vatican Council of 
1962-65 
– Response to declining 

church attendance 
– Allowed for the use of the 

vernacular in the liturgy 
– Scripture was declared the 

foundation!! 
– Respected other Christian 

groups 

• Result: FAIL! 
– Increasing secularization is 

the characteristic of 
Europe in the 20th and 21st 
centuries  



Behind the Iron Curtain 



The East under Leonid Brezhnev 

• Conservative movement of 
limited re-Stalinization 
– Avoid confrontation with US, 

but re-engagement in Arms 
Buildup 

– Non-conformists were either 
blacklisted or expelled from 
the country 

– Goal: Maintain the status quo 
within the Eastern Bloc 

• Really Existing Socialism 
– Eastern Bloc had successfully 

transitioned to 
socialism…supposedly! 
• Central planning 
• Collective agriculture 
• No private property 
• Welfare benefits 

 



“Prague Spring” 1968 

• “Socialism with a human 
face” in Czechoslovakia 
– Influenced by policies of 

Nikita Khrushchev 
– Reform-minded 

communist Alexander 
Dubcek promoted internal 
party democracy and 
personal freedoms 

• Warsaw Pact crushed the 
reform movement in 
Czechoslovakia 
– Established the Brezhnev 

Doctrine! 



Solidarity in Poland, 1979-81 
• Visit of Pope John Paul II 

encouraged reform among Poles 
– Creation of massive workers’ 

union known as Solidarity led by 
Lech Walesa 

• Through a shipyard strike, 
Solidarity achieved the Gdansk 
Agreement 
– Right to form free trade unions 
– Right to strike 
– Freedom of speech 
– Release of political prisoners 

• However, Walesa’s moderation 
led to factionalism within the 
group 
– Emergence of radicals led to it 

being outlawed by the Polish 
communist government in 1981 
and forced to go underground 



Decline of Really Existing Socialism 

• Stagflation hit the USSR in 
the late 70s and early 80s 
– Failure to transition to high-

tech industries 
– Refusal to cut spending and 

buildup of huge debt 

• Life was characterized by 
outward conformity and 
private criticism 
– Living standards still hovered 

well below the West 
– Western European 

propaganda encouraged a 
feeling of restlessness among 
Eastern Bloc citizens 

 



Social Revolution under Leonid 
Brezhnev 

• Growth of the urban 
population 
– 2/3 lives in cities 

• Increase in professional, 
educated class 
– Sought freedom to 

participate in international 
academics 

• Growth in public opinion 
• Significance: This social 

revolution during the 70s 
provides the foundation 
for the radicalization and 
success of Gorbachev’s 
reforms 


