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PREFACE

Why a new history of modern Europe? The collapse of com-
munism in 1989-1990 and the break-up of the Soviet Union have re-
drawn the map of Central and Eastern Europe. A reconfigured Europe
calls for a new history. This survey of modern European history explores
the roots of the economic and political problems that continue to beset
Western and Eastern Europe. For example, it shows how the simmering
ethnic tensions that burst into bloody civil war in Bosnia after the disinte-
gration of Yugoslavia echoed the quarrels that eroded the stately Habsburg
monarchy a century earlier. To convey an understanding of the complex
tensions that still exist in Europe, this survey offers balanced coverage of
Russia and Eastern Europe, as well as of the West.

Not only recent events but recent scholarly initiatives suggest that this
is the time for a new synthesis. For example, the text draws on the exciting
studies in the social history of ideas, approaches that stand at the intersec-
tion of intellectual, social, and cultural history. It explains how artistic pa-
tronage during the Renaissance and the Golden Age of Dutch culture
reveals some of the social foundations of art. Recent studies on the family
economy, village and neighborhood life, and the changing structure of
work have all enriched this book’s account of the transformation of Euro-
pean society from an overwhelmingly peasant society into an increasingly
urban and industrial world. The account of the emergence of mass politics
in the nineteenth century draws on recent studies of popular culture and
the symbolism and power of language.

I have adopted a narrative framework with the goals of both telling a
story and analyzing the central themes of the European experience. Each
chapter of A History of Modern Europe can be read as part of a larger, in-
terconnected story. Moreover, this book stresses the dynamics of eco-
nomic, social, and political change.

The story of the emergence of modern Europe and its influence in the
world is first of all peopled with extraordinary characters, well known and
unknown. The text brings the past to life, presenting portraits of men and
women who have played major roles in European history: religious reformers
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such as Martin Luther and Jean Calvin; Queen Elizabeth I, who solidified
the English throne, and Maria Theresa, who preserved the Habsburg
monarchy; King Louis XIV of France and Tsar Peter the Great, two mon-
archs whose reigns exemplified the absolute state; great thinkers like Ke-
pler and Voltaire; Napoleon, both heir to the French Revolution
and despot in the tradition of absolute rulers; and the monstrous Adolf Hitler
and Joseph Stalin. But ordinary men and women have also played a
significant role in Europe’s story, and they are in this book as well, making
their own history. These chapters thus evoke the lives of both leaders and
ordinary people in periods of rapid economic and political change, revolu-
tion, and war.

Of the central themes in our story, the politics of states and of peoples is
the first important one. The growth of strong, centralized states helped
shape modern Europe. Medieval Europe was a maze of overlapping politi-
cal and judicial authorities. In 1500, virtually all Europeans defined them-
selves in terms of family, village, town, neighborhood, and religious
solidarities. Dynastic states consolidated and extended their territories
while increasing the reach of their effective authority over their own peo-
ple. Great Powers emerged. Then, with the rise of nationalism in the wake
of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic era, demands of ethnic
groups for national states encouraged the unification of Italy and Ger-
many and stirred unrest among Croats, Hungarians, and Romanians, who
were anxious for their own national states. Ordinary people demanded
freedom and political sovereignty, with revolution both a reflection of and
a motor for political change. The emergence of liberalism in the nine-
teenth century and then the quest for democratic political structures and
mass politics have transformed Europe, beginning in Western Europe.
Even the autocracies of Russia and Central and Eastern Europe were not
immune to change, and there the quest for democracy still continues.

While discussing dynastic rivalries and then nationalism, the book also
considers how wars themselves have often generated political and social
change. French financial and military contributions to the American War
of Independence further accentuated the financial crisis of the monarchy
of France, helping spark the French Revolution. French armies of military
conscripts, replacing the professional armies of the age of aristocracy, con-
tributed to the emergence of nationalism. The defeat of the Russian army
by the Japanese in 1905 brought political concessions that helped prepare
the way for the Russian Revolution of 1917. The German, Austro-Hungar-
ian, Ottoman, and Russian empires disappeared in the wake of the blood-
bath of World War I; the economic and social impact of that war generated
political instability, facilitating the emergence of fascism and communism.

Like politics, religion has also been a significant factor in the lives of
Europeans and in the quest for freedom in the modern world. Catholicism
was a unifying force in the Middle Ages; European popular culture for
centuries was based on religious belief. However, religion has also been a
frequently divisive force in modern European history; after the Reforma-
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tion in the sixteenth century, states extended their authority over religion,
while religious minorities demanded the right to practice their own reli-
gion. Religious (as well as racial and cultural) intolerance has scarred the
European experience, ranging from the expulsion of Jews and Muslims
from Spain at the end of the fifteenth century, to Louis XIV's abrogation of
religious toleration for Protestants during the seventeenth century, to the
horror of the Nazi Holocaust during World War I1. While religion has be-
come less politically divisive in modern Europe, endemic religious conflict
in Northern Ireland and the bloody civil war in Bosnia recall the ravaging
of Central Europe during the Thirty Years’ War.

The causes and effects of economic change are a third thread that
weaves through the history of modern Europe. The expansion of com-
merce in the early modern period, which owed much to the development
of means of raising investment capital and obtaining credit, transformed
life in both Western and Eastern Europe. The Industrial Revolution,
which began in England in the eighteenth century and spread to continen-
tal Europe in the nineteenth, was related to a rise in population and agri-
cultural production but also manifested significant continuities with the
past, and drew on technology that had been in place for centuries. It ulti-
mately changed the ways Europeans worked and lived.

Europe’s interaction with the rest of the world is a fourth major theme
that runs through this history. Europe cannot be studied in isolation. Eu-
ropeans, to be sure, have learned from Muslim, Asian, and African cul-
tures. Through commercial contact, conquest, intellectual, religious, and
political influence, and, finally, decolonization, the European powers and
cultures have affected the histories of non-Western peoples.

European history remains crucial to understanding the contemporary
world. The political, religious, economic, and global concerns that affect
Europe and the world today can best be addressed by examining their
roots and development. At the same time, the study of European history in
itself can enrich our lives, as we contemplate not only the distressing fail-
ures and appalling tragedies of the past, but also the exhilarating triumphs
that have been part of the European experience.
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