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Abstract
This book is intended as an exploration of the role that the phenomenon of legitimacy played in the history of mid-twentieth-century Europe from the crises of the 1930s to the forms of political settlement that had emerged in Europe, both east and west, by the end of the 1940s. By undertaking this collective task, we are keenly aware of the necessarily tentative nature of the arguments we advance and the conclusions we reach. The concept of legitimacy (however one chooses to define it) has not featured prominently in the historiography of twentieth-century Europe, and the major preoccupation that led us to launch the project from which this volume has emerged was to discover how valid it was to consider the highly familiar history of Europe during this period through the prism of legitimacy.
  In doing so, we hope that our work may act as a stimulus to further research and may also contribute, albeit modestly, to a reshaping of the ways in which historians approach the political history of Europe’s evolution from the rich and chaotic fluidity of the 1930s to the more fixed landscape of the decades that followed the Second World War. As historians working on different states and themes in twentieth-century European history, we were initially drawn together by the shared sense that there is a need for a more integrated approach to the political history of this era. The considerable outpouring of works over the last three decades on political movements and regimes of the 1930s and, more recently, on the experience of occupation rule in wartime Europe is now being supplemented by substantial work on the immediate post-war period.
 This historiographical effort has brought considerable rewards in terms of a much more sophisticated understanding of the dynamics of the various authoritarian and fascist regimes of the era as well as a recognition of the deep complexity that characterised relations between occupiers, liberators and populations in wartime Europe. What has, however, perhaps tended to be absent from these works has been a consideration of the more durable evolutions in political culture which took place in the era of the ‘long Second World War’ from the economic and political upheavals of the early 1930s to the terminus that was reached at the end of the 1940s. Within that roughly fifteen-year period, the frontiers between the pre-war, the wartime and the post-war, though often recognised to be in many respects arbitrary and misleading,
 have nevertheless tended to serve as obstacles to a broader perception of the political transitions that took place across the mid-century era as a whole.


Central to the approach adopted in this volume is therefore a concern to read through the history of the 1930s and 1940s by concentrating less on the fast-moving changes in political regime that took place in many areas of Europe than on the manifold ways in which those changes influenced, and in turn were influenced by, more long-term evolutions in political culture. This need for a more unitary approach to the political history of the era carries with it a need to recognise that the political cannot be divorced from the social and cultural realities within which it was embedded. This is not a novel point. Much of the best writing on pre-war and wartime Europe has long recognised that, though changes in regime were often provoked by the fortunes of war or the manoeuvrings of political elites, the success and, above all, the durability of these regimes depended to a considerable extent on their ability to combine the conquest of the summits of power with viable forms of interaction with social institutions and local communities.
 This was not easy, either for externally imposed regimes of occupation (whatever their origin) or for those internally generated regimes (be they of the left or right) that in the name of revolution sought to bring about a reordering of political and social relations. The sinews of bureaucratic and military power had to be supplemented by predictable forms of give and take with the panoply of local notables, priests, trade-union officials and others who had carved out influential intermediate roles in Europe’s modern political cultures. Such social negotiation, moreover, could not be separated from the need to integrate the exercise of political power within recognisable cultural frames of reference. The modern instruments of propaganda could of course manufacture perceptions of regimes, and regimes such as those in Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and Nationalist Spain strove mightily to do so. But the limited and hard-won success of these propaganda campaigns indicated that the cultural sphere was not simply the malleable tool of Europe’s political rulers.
 Here again the imposing edifice of modern state power depended at least in part upon its ability to act, and to be seen to act, in ways which accorded with less immediately visible notions of how and in whose name political power should be exercised.


Building on these insights, the contention of this book is that the phenomenon of legitimacy provides a valuable means of approaching the complex and multilateral forms of interaction between rulers and ruled in mid-twentieth century Europe. Problems of definition can hardly be avoided in a project of this kind, and will be considered at greater length later in this chapter.
 For now, however, it is necessary to state that in using the term legitimacy we are concerned not so much with formal or legal realities as with an informal set of values that existed within Europe’s different political cultures and which acted on rulers and ruled alike. These values were neither uniform nor unchanging but, rather like the flexible tissue that holds together two bones, stretched in different directions (and on occasions broke) under the impact of different pressures. It follows from this perception of legitimacy that we are interested less in using legitimacy as an external measure by which to judge how far a particular regime was ‘legitimate’ or ‘illegitimate’ as with examining how notions of what constituted legitimate government influenced the political actors and populations of Europe. Thus, to take a highly familiar example, we are not concerned to establish whether the Third Republic, the Vichy regime, De Gaulle’s Gouvernement provisoire de la République Française, and the Fourth Republic were the legitimate French regimes of the era but with how far notions of what constituted legitimate government acted as an influence on the actions of the successive French rulers (and indeed German, Italian and Allied occupation authorities) and the responses of the population.

This approach, which might be termed ‘legitimacy-in-action’, does, we believe, provide a point of confluence for a number of the more fruitful trends in the recent historiography of Europe during the 1930s and 1940s. By reorienting attention away from the declarations of rulers to their interactions with the societies they ruled, it reflects the recognition that the pretensions of even the most aggrandising of state authorities were dependent on the willingness of the formal and informal agents of local power to implement their commands. This was particularly so in the context of wartime, when the demands imposed by rulers escalated and when the consequences of military campaigns led to the imposition of regimes of occupation on many European states. In these improvised circumstances, rulers and ruled interacted with each other on the basis of unwritten rules of engagement. German officials in France in 1940 or French officials in Germany in 1945 were operating in largely unknown territory in which the para-legal conventions governing the rules of modern war were less important than the urgent need to impose effective authority. The strategies they adopted varied greatly from the razed-earth terror of Nazi rule in some of the Eastern Territories to the very deliberate policy adopted by German officials in much of western Europe in 1940 and by British and American officials in post-war Germany of working through pre-existing elites and institutions. Common to all of the myriad variations in local circumstance was, however, the disappearance of the routinized structures of modern government. As invaders, liberators, state officials, mayors and resisters co-existed or confronted each other across the largely destructured political landscape of Europe in the final war years, so the norms of what constituted legitimate government came to acquire both a new urgency and prominence.

At the same time, legitimacy is not, we would stress, some form of magic key that can be used to unlock the political history of the era. The relative importance of legitimacy varied considerably in different areas of Europe. Events in many areas of western and northern Europe were in this respect very different from the experience of some areas of central and eastern Europe. In the brutal and multilateral wars that occurred in the Balkans and the eastern borderlands of Poland within and beyond the Second World War, undiluted force trampled underfoot any notion of what constituted legitimate government.
 Everywhere, moreover, the regimes that emerged after 1945 rested primarily (and often all too explicitly) on the outcome of military conflicts and the material sinews of bureaucratic state power. This was perhaps most visible in eastern Europe, where the Soviet occupation authorities defined what could, and could not, happen in the post-war era. But it was also true in much of western Europe where the constraining framework of the American-led military and security structures imposed a “limited sovereignty” on individual states.
 Power, in this sense, was very much a “top-down” phenomenon in Cold War Europe, exercised through a state authority that in most areas of Europe was considerably stronger than had been the case in the pre-war era, but which also operated under the protective aegis of wider political, military and economic alliances.

The differing degrees of success with which the state authorities of the wartime and post-war eras succeeded in making themselves appear acceptable to their subjects or citizens do, however, indicate that legitimacy was more complex than a consequence of the possession of the intimidating instruments of governmental authority. Power might, in the all-too-familiar truism, have rested ultimately on the barrel of a gun, or on the more subtle instruments of modern state bureaucracies, but the processes by which Europeans came to accept such power as legitimate were on the whole distinctly more complex. The diverse legacies of monarchical and religious authority, as well as the more recent mobilising forces of democracy, nationalism and class identity, ensured that there was no single definition of what constituted legitimate power. Regimes of different political and ideological hues, therefore, seized upon different facets of these cultures of legitimacy in order to buttress their pretensions to rule. The differences between success and failure in this process tended to be more relative than absolute. There was no clear dividing-line between regimes that were and were not regarded as legitimate in Europe during the 1930s and 1940s. Much depended both on the wider political and military context in which they acted but also on the much more micro context of the actions of the local agents of distant and often rather hypothetical authorities and on their ability to adapt to the needs and expectations of the communities in which they acted.

Such local diversity serves as a reminder of the divergent trajectories of Europe’s states, regions and communities through the upheavals of the 1930s and 1940s. The war experiences of, say, the cities of Turin, Toulouse and Tallinn were very different, just as were those of the two similarly rural but in almost every other respect very different regions both known confusingly in English as Galicia. These differences were ones of wartime circumstance, but also of political culture. The particular bundles of beliefs about the sources and practice of legitimate rule present in these societies reflected the diverse legacies of history as well as the more recent impact of different state regimes and political movements. Consequently, not merely the languages they used but also, more profoundly, the very ways in which Europeans thought about their rulers and imagined their political communities differed considerably. Nor were attitudes uniform within particular societies or regions. The pillars of social class, confessional or ethnic identity and political ideology which were such a prominent element of the process of political modernisation from the mid-nineteenth century onwards generated diverse and sometimes antagonistic conceptions of legitimate government. These could, as in Spain in 1936 or in Greece in the mid-1940s, contribute to the explicit violence of civil war. Almost everywhere, however, the issue of what constituted political legitimacy formed an important focus for the ways in which European citizens disagreed with each other in parliaments, on the streets, in their workplaces or around tables in cafes.


In the light of these caveats, this book will eschew any artificial attempt to suggest a standard model of legitimacy. The role and nature of legitimacy varied greatly across the almost infinitely complex map of mid-century Europe. What it does seek to argue, however, is that notions of the origins of political power and the ways in which that power should be rightly exercised constituted an important element of the less visible sub-stratum of Europe’s political cultures. During times of constitutional rupture or national crisis, notably in the aftermath of military defeat or during the chaos of the final war years, the issue of where legitimate political authority lay often acquired a burning urgency. But in other more ‘normal’ times it also formed an influential if less immediately apparent component of the norms of political debate. Seen in this way, as a set of values which influenced the actions of political elites and the responses of the ruled alike, the concept of legitimacy does we argue, help to explain the political history of Europe during this time of often abrupt transitions in political regime. Though those changes were dictated by the fortunes of war and the manoeuvrings, both local and national, of rival pretenders to power, they took place within a continuity of political cultures. Europe, in that sense, was by the middle of the twentieth century predominantly an ‘old continent’, where the political, ideological and social conflicts of the preceding decades had left a rich accretion of assumptions about the rules, procedures and forms that should govern the exercise of political power. It was by using those norms to their own ends but also by being seen to work within them that political rulers came to acquire legitimacy in their own eyes and, more importantly, in the eyes of those whom they sought to rule.
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