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OBJECTIVES 
 
The compulsory course “European Politics in the Twentieth Century” aims at providing students 
with a full understanding of European political history from the end of WW I until the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. It will consider the political and institutional evolution of the biggest Western 
European countries, placing it within the framework of the changing international situation: both 
within Europe and between Europe and other continents. Students will be able to understand 
current decision-making processes between EU member states in consideration of the impact of 
historical circumstances determining conflicting positions. 
 
COURSE OUTLINE 
  
A first part of the course – roughly a quarter of the lectures – will be devoted to the 19th Century. 
Although WW I undoubtedly represents a watershed in European history, most of the problems 
which the continent had to confront in the inter-war period have their roots in the years 1870-
1914. A longer-term perspective helps understand why democracy survived the Great War in 
countries such as France and the United Kingdom, whereas it did not in Italy, and failed to 
entrench itself in post-war Germany. And it also helps understand why the international 
equilibrium of the continent, destabilized by German unification in 1870, was not restored – 
indeed, became even more unbalanced – after WW I.  



 

A second part of the course – comprising the second quarter of the lectures – will deal with the 
1920s and 1930s. The shortcomings of the Versailles Treaty will be considered, as well as the brief 
international stability of the mid-twenties and its subsequent failure. The course will then analyze 
the troubles of the “traditional” democracies (UK and France), the advent of Fascism in Italy, the 
rise and fall of the Weimar Republic in Germany, the political instability of Eastern and 
Mediterranean Europe. The possibility of using the ideal-type of totalitarianism in order to 
understand Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia will be discussed.  
The third part of the course – the remaining half of the lectures – will be devoted to post-1945 
Western Europe. An analysis of the Cold War, decolonization and the process of European 
integration is essential in order to understand the evolution of individual political systems. The 
restoration of democracy to Italy, France and Germany in the late forties will be considered as well 
as the political transformation of the United Kingdom. The course will then consider in a 
comparative perspective the political stabilization, coupled with the beginnings of a relevant 
economic and social transformation, of the fifties; the cultural, social and political “progressive 
turn” of the sixties, signalling the final demise of “traditional” Europe; the political upheavals of 
1968; the economic and political troubles of the seventies; the “third wave” of democratization in 
Mediterranean Europe; the “conservative” turn of the eighties, marking in many ways the end 
both of the sixties and of the “long” post-war period.  
 
REQUIREMENTS 
 
Attendance of all lectures and seminars; active participation in class; preparation of the assigned 
readings; a written exam at the end of the course and an oral presentation, combined with an 
academic essay for the seminars. 
 
ASSESSMENT 
 
Class participation: 20% 
Written exam (three hours): 80% 
 
TERM ESSAY FOR M.E.G.A. STUDENTS 
 
Students can choose to do the 1st semester term essay for “European Politics in the 20th Century”. 
The essay has to be 8.000 words long; the topic has to be defined by the course instructor and will 
correspond to advanced research criteria. It has to be submitted by the term deadline (28 
February 2018). 
 
COURSE STRUCTURE 
 
The course is held in 10 weekly lectures of three hours each, usually on Wednesdays from 9 to 
12h. It consists in frontal lectures and class discussions. For the related Seminars (see section 
“seminars”) the class is divided in three smaller groups, in which more specific topics will be 
discussed and students are led to do a conference-style presentation on an assigned topic, 
finalizing their work in an academic essay. 
 
Lecture 1: The Great War and Versailles Reading: Diner, Cataclysms, ch. 1  
Lecture 2: Political Crises after World War I Reading: Diner, Cataclysms, ch. 2  
Lecture 3: Totalitarianisms Reading: Diner, Cataclysms, chs 3, 4  



 

Lecture 4: From World War II to the Cold War Reading: Diner, Cataclysms, ch. 5; Hitchcock, 
Struggle for Europe, part one, 13-40  

Lecture 5: Western Democracies Reading: Hitchcock, Struggle for Europe, part one, 40-98; C.S. 
Maier, The Two Postwar Eras and the Conditions for Stability in Twentieth-Century Western 
Europe, American Historical Review, 1981; J.G. Ruggie, International regimes, transactions, 
and change: embedded liberalism in the postwar economic order, International 
Organization, 1982  

Lecture 6: First Steps of European Integration Reading: Hitchcock, Struggle for Europe, part two, 
131-162; Gilbert, Surpassing Realism, chs 2 and 3, 15-84  

Lecture 7: European Democracies in the 1950’s and 1960’s Reading: Hitchcock, Struggle for 
Europe, part two, 162-221  

Lecture 8: De Gaulle and Europe in the 1960’s Reading: Hitchcock, Struggle for Europe, part two, 
221-247; Gilbert, Surpassing Realism, ch. 4, 85-118  

Lecture 9: European Integration in the 1970’s Reading: Hitchcock, Struggle for Europe, part three, 
269-311; Gilbert, Surpassing Realism, ch. 5, 119-154  

Lecture 10: Thatcher and Europe in the 1980’s Reading: Hitchcock, Struggle for Europe, part three, 
311-347; Gilbert, Surpassing Realism, ch. 6, 155-8 

 
 
READING LIST 
 
 
Buchanan Tom: Europe’s Troubled Peace. 1945 to the present. Wiley-Blackwell 2012. 
Hitchcock William I.: The Struggle for Europe. The turbulent History of a Divided Continent, 1945 

to the present. Anchor Books, New York 2004. 
Gilbert, Mark: Surpassing Realism. The Politics of European Integration since 1945. 

Rowman&Littlefield, Oxford 2003. 
 
Further readings will be indicated during the course and seminars 
 
 
SEMINARS 
 
 
The seminars are aimed at elaborating a given topic out of the context of the Core course lectures in an 
academic process. This means that students are asked to prepare 1. a 20 min. oral presentation, to be 
discussed with the audience, and 2. a written assignment (essay) on the same topic (due by the term 
deadline). 
For the seminars, the class will be divided in two working groups in which two essential steps will be 
prepared: a) a bibliography and literature review on the assigned topic and b) a structure outline with the 
question(s) to be discussed. 
A third meeting is dedicated to the presentations; the class will be reunited for it. 
Literature will be given by the instructor to each student according to the chosen topic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


