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1 Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, ed. Hugh Haughton (Har -
monds worth, 1998), 74–7. I owe this allegory to Michael Geyer’s brilliant
piece ‘The Subject(s) of Europe’, in Konrad H. Jarausch and Thomas Linden -
berger (eds.), Conflicted Memories: Europeanizing Contemporary Histories (New
York, 2007), 255–74. 
2 See Hartmut Kaelble, Auf dem Weg zu einer europäischen Gesellschaft: Eine
Sozialgeschichte Westeuropas, 1880–1980 (Munich, 1987), published in English
as A Social History of Western Europe, 1880–1980 (Dublin, 1990).

HARTMUT KAELBLE, Sozialgeschichte Europas 1945 bis zur Gegenwart
(Munich: C. H. Beck, 2007), 437 pp. ISBN 978 3 406 54984 7. EUR 38.00

In Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, the Cheshire cat
is able to disappear ‘quite slowly, beginning with the end of the tail,
and ending with a grin, which remained some time after the rest had
gone’. This not only bewildered Alice, but also annoyed the royals.
When the cat appeared on the Queen’s Croquet Ground, the king
wanted to behead the cat, which, given the disappearance of the cat’s
body, was not unproblematic. The Cheshire cat and its grinning are
much like contemporary Europe: everyone has seen it, but it is not
really there.1 Hartmut Kaelble, one of the most prominent advocates
of comparative and transnational history and one of the pioneers of
genuinely European history-writing, seeks to answer the question
about the cat’s body in his ambitious social history of Europe since
1945. 

This volume does not merely add to the author’s earlier works on
the same topic.2 It is far more ambitious, as it develops a much more
nuanced argument that seeks to push the boundaries of how the
social history of Europe might be written. Apart from an introduction
that defines European history after 1945 as part of ‘multiple moder-
nities’ and sets out the methodological and geographical scope of the
study, this volume contains twelve chapters that fall into three main
sections, and a conclusion. By examining the development of the
family, work, consumption, and value change in post-1945 Europe,
Kaelble provides us with an outline of the fundamental social struc-
tures of what he calls ‘European society’. In the section on social hier-
archies and inequalities, the reader finds information on elites, social
mobility, and migration patterns. In the last section, on society and
the state, we find information on the media and the European public,
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3 Göran Therborn, European Modernity and Beyond: The Trajectory of European
Societies 1945–2000 (London, 2005).
4 Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (London, 2005).

social movements, the welfare state, cities and urbanization, and edu-
cation. The result of this tour de force is less a textbook that presents
history in the form of a story than a handbook that provides succinct
and well-structured summaries of key areas of European social his-
tory, broadly defined. Each chapter can be read by itself and provides
the reader with a competent overview. 

Kaelble deals with two fundamental questions about European
history after 1945: first, how historians should conceptualize Euro -
pean history since 1945; and, second, more implicitly, the question of
how Europe might be defined as a historical subject. Kaelble thus
moves beyond Göran Therborn’s path-breaking overview, European
Modernity and Beyond,3 and also offers a different take on European
history from the one in Tony Judt’s inspiring and intelligent Postwar.4
Kaelble’s book is unique in emphasizing that social history can no
longer be based on the classic category that has influenced the writ-
ing of national social histories and has been directly related to the
central role of work: class. Rather than replacing the category alto-
gether, Kaelble broadens the scope of his enquiry and his conceptual
focus by pointing to the importance of symbols, rituals, and myths
for the constitution of society and discussing social structures as well
as the agency of historical actors. Not only Kaelble’s conceptual
approach, but also his arguments make his study stand out from
comparable volumes and from his previous work on the subject.
Rather than defining the transformation of European societies since
1945 as a story of progress and convergence, he stresses complexity
and differentiation and shows that progress and convergence in
some fields went hand in hand with divergence in other fields. Polit -
ical oppositions had an impact on society, culture, and migration and
they continued to be pertinent after the end of the Cold War. De-
industrialization, for example, was in general far more brutal in
‘Eastern’ Europe than in the West. While the difference between the
industrial centre and the agrarian periphery of Europe has declined
since 1945, it has retained some of its importance. Divergences could
also be explained by different war experiences in the Second World
War and the Cold War. Nor has there been a general convergence
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5 See e.g. the contributions in Stephen Lovell (ed.), Generations in Twentieth-
Century Europe (Basingstoke, 2007).

behind a ‘European social model’, so that differences in attitudes and
policies towards the welfare state, gender inequalities, and market
organizations remain crucially important.

There are only a few factual problems with Kaelble’s precise and
finely chiselled account. Not all of his bibliographies (such as the one
on social movements) reflect the state of the art of historical, socio-
logical, and political science research. Some chapters appear to be
driven by assumptions of modernization theory that rebel against the
otherwise complex nature of the account. For example, peace move-
ments were certainly not a novelty of the 1970s, and one might have
wished for a far more critical account of the generational and value-
change paradigms.5 And although Kaelble is keen to stress that his
European social history does not serve European identity-building,
some passages (such as the one on migration patterns) seem a bit too
optimistic about the general trajectory of European developments.
Not least, the ‘Europe’ that emerges from Kaelble’s book is decided-
ly ‘Western’ in many areas, although he has, in general, defied a nar-
rowly political definition of ‘Europe’ and gone for a more pragmatic
one. 

Despite the emphasis on complexity, Kaelble’s account ultimately
stresses convergence, as it defines divergence as time-specific, rather
than generic and fundamental. In the end, Kaelble’s account is not
one of complex and differentiated European societies, but of the
emergence of what differentiated an otherwise seemingly homoge-
neous European society. It is on these conceptual assumptions—
rather than in the almost faultless presentation of the material—that
a critical evaluation of Kaelble’s account has to centre, and it is to be
hoped that Kaelble’s book will not only be seen as an important con-
tribution to contemporary European history, but also stimulate
debate about how such a history might be written.

The first problem with Kaelble’s approach is that human agency
figures only indirectly in this account. To be sure, human actions
make an occasional appearance, but they do so only as part of social
formations, political organizations, and institutions, and the author
rarely elaborates on the specific dynamics of these formations. This is
highly reminiscent of the traditional history of social structures that
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6 Cf. the stimulating remarks by Benjamin Ziemann, ‘Modernisierung, Po li -
tik und Region in der Gesellschaftsgeschichte Westfalens 1920–1960’, in
Michael Prinz (ed.), Gesellschaftlicher Wandel im Jahrhundert der Politik:
Nordwestdeutschland im internationalen Vergleich 1920–1960 (Paderborn, 2007),
417–32.
7 Silvana Patriarca, Numbers and Nationhood: Writing Statistics in Nineteenth-
Century Italy (Cambridge, 1996). Conceptually: Thomas Osborne and Nikolas
Rose, ‘Do the Social Sciences Create Phenomena? The Example of Public
Opinion Research’, British Journal of Sociology, 50/3 (1 Sept. 1999), 367–96.
8Alan Milward, The European Rescue of the Nation-State (London, 1992).

first emerged in the Federal Republic in the 1960s and 1970s. In the
end, despite his emphasis on complexity and differentiation, Kaelble
writes contemporary European history with a toolkit derived from
Herbert Spencer and other nineteenth-century sociologists, as a his-
tory of the decomposition and recomposition of a coherent (if not
organic) social whole. Recent historical and sociological approaches,
however, have moved towards a much more complex understanding
of society that explains the dynamic of societies precisely by pointing
out that there is no social centre: society does not have an address, in
Niklas Luhmann’s famous words.6

Secondly, despite some attempts to do otherwise, Kaelble does
not really interrogate what the subjects of European history might be.
Rather, he takes part in the constitution of these subjects and presents
us with statistical material that helps to constitute history as
‘European’. Kaelble’s book is almost an attempt to create Europe out
of statistical and empirical knowledge and is reminiscent of the ways
in which nineteenth-century statisticians helped to frame their
nations and national economies in the nineteenth century.7 Thus the
precise relationship between (nation-)states and European societies is
not ex plored in any detail.8 Conceptually, Kaelble engages only at an
im plicit level with the ways in which historians might make produc-
tive use of data created by opinion pollsters, social scientists, and
political actors for entirely different purposes. 

The third problem is, perhaps, the fundamental one, as it concerns
the ways in which Kaelble ultimately frames his study as one of mul-
tiple modernizations. While the multiplicity of perspectives, the
emphasis on the persistence of social inequalities and on social move -
ments do much to highlight problems, Kaelble’s story is still main -
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9 Judt, Postwar and the discussions in Holger Nehring and Helge Pharo
(eds.), A Peaceful Europe: Negotiating Peace in the Twentieth Century, Con temp -
orary European History, 17/3 (2008).
10 See, as a case study, Jim House and Neil MacMaster, Paris 1961: Algerians,
State Terror, and Memory (Oxford, 2006).

A Social History of Europe

127

stream and leaves out many of the contestations. The Euro peanness
of many of the developments that Kaelble summarizes so compe-
tently remains vague or unexplained. This becomes especially clear
in Kaelble’s chapter on migrations, where the central role that migra-
tions within Europe, and from and into Europe, have played is suc-
cinctly outlined, but the precise meaning of these processes is not
really explored. Not least, the fear of movement that these migrations
have deeply ingrained in Europeans’ imaginations does not become
entirely clear from Kaelble’s account. Nor does he ever explicitly
explore the deep connection between migration and patterns of
nation-building—fear of migration leading to the heightening of
nation-building, while at the same time creating links between soci-
eties. Similarly, connections between civil society actors are concep-
tualized normatively as benevolent, rather than as also deeply linked
to exclusionary practices and to the limits of transnational interac-
tions. 

Hence, war makes only a background appearance on Kaelble’s
stage, although more recent studies of contemporary European his-
tory and the national histories of European societies have stressed
war as a key factor of socio-cultural history in order to overcome the
triumphalism of many of the stories of affluence and value change.9
To be sure, there is much to agree with an interpretation that high-
lights peace and affluence as defining characteristics of European his-
tory since 1945. But we can only make sense of it if we realize that its
meanings were deeply imbricated with the history of pain and suf-
fering before 1945, as well as with the history of violence and warfare
and the heritage of colonialism that cast its shadow far into the post-
Second World War period.10 A social history of Europe after 1945
cannot really begin in 1945, as Kaelble’s does—it has to take account
of the horrors that happened before. In a variety of ways, the many
civil wars that have conveniently been summarized under the label
‘Second World War’ were crucial in forging the parameters of



11 Cf. the remarks in Ute Frevert, ‘Europeanizing Germany’s Twentieth
Century’, History and Memory, 17/1–2 (2005), 87–116.
12 See the pioneering suggestions for Germany in Geoff Eley (ed.), Society,
Culture, and the State in Germany, 1870–1930 (Ann Arbor, 1996); and id. and
Keith Neild, The Future of Class in History: What’s Left of the Social (Ann Arbor,
2007).
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European history that followed thereafter.11 Ultimately, Kaelble’s
history might do little to uncover the cat’s body that is less pleasant
than its grin might suggest. It might thus help perpetuate the sub-
stance of many myths of Europeanization that it set out to historicize.

These critical points should not distract from Kaelble’s achieve-
ments in this impressively researched and important book. Rather,
they are meant to push the debate beyond disciplinary and method-
ological boundaries and encourage us to think about ways in which
the history of social structures might be combined with more recent
work that pays systematic attention to the political semantics of such
social and societal changes and that combines attention to complexi-
ty and differentiation with the ability to provide us with controver-
sial arguments. Kaelble certainly got it right when he argued that we
cannot write the history of one Europe. But his general framework of
convergence and divergence is also a bit dubious.

In short, then, this is a very useful and in many ways stimulating
book for students and scholars alike. It is to be hoped that an English
publisher will soon give readers without knowledge of German an
opportunity to benefit from this account. Whether it will also cause
debate about how the social history of Europe can and should be
written remains to be seen. There is an urgent need for historians to
engage with this question and to move beyond the social and politi-
cal categories of more traditional approaches to social history-writing
and to think about how contemporary European history might prof-
it from engaging with the many original and inspiring approaches to
the writing of European modernities before 1945.12 Otherwise, histo-
rians may end up hunting the fantasies (if not utopias) of the Euro -
pean Cheshire cat and neglect the perhaps more unpleasant process-
es of power and contestation that really mattered.
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