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T

he British historian Ian Kershaw1 is one of the world’s most successful authors
involved in the analysis of Germany. The researcher is especially well known because
of his Hitler biography (two-volumes). Kershaw has decided to divide his history of
Europe of the twentieth century into two volumes. The first part is now also available in
German. This volume is an outstanding translation of the English original, and the
differentiated language and knowledge of the British writer is also evident in the German
translation. The various chapters about the First World War, the interwar period and the
Second World War represent a coherent unit in this comprehensive history book. The text is
concise and the reader is confronted with remarkable thoughts and challenging observations
of Ian Kershaw. This wide-ranging presentation also includes several new research results of
other historians. The first volume covers the years from 1914 to 1949, from the outbreak of
the Great War until the founding of the two German states. The second volume, which is
still pending in English, will comprise the course of European history until the present day. It
makes sense to divide the narrative into two volumes, because the history of Europe in the
20th century consists of two main sections, which could hardly be more contradictory. The
three decades between 1914 and 1945 are undoubtedly the low point in the history of the
continent. Two world wars, the Holodomor in the Ukraine (1932/33), the Holocaust, mass
terror organized by the state, million fold expulsion, and the global economic crisis: they
certainly overshadow everything that Europe has suffered in recent centuries in wars and
crises. Death and violence, misery and suffering were rarely so concentrated in the history of
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mankind. Only a few states of Europe such as Portugal, Sweden, and Switzerland were
completely spared from war and civil war. Here, the period from 1914 to 1945 can be
basically understood as a permanent crisis, which was interrupted by a brief stabilization
phase in the mid-1920s.
The author’s frame of reference in “Höllensturz” is the grid of his narrative and
comprises three main purviews: time histories, tangible experiences and structuring
leitmotifs. The events are chronologically ordered and the book is divided in ten chapters.2
The narration begins before the outbreak of the First World War from the phase of Europe’s
“On the brink” until the “Out of the Ashes” in the years after 1945. In these chapters, the
historian comprises the diversity (or individuality) of the European societies, as well as the
immediate contemporaries of history, such as actors, perpetrators and victims. Time and
space are finally overlaid by four cross-cutting issues in which the author recognizes the
drivers behind the unique crisis of Europe: first, the explosive expansion of ethnic racist
nationalism, which after the fall of the continental European empires of the Tsarist Empire,
the Habsburg Monarchy, and the Ottoman Empire at the end of the First World War was
coming closer to the mental image that ethnically homogeneous national states and racially
"pure" communities were the right answer to the upheavals since 1914. Secondly, and this is
also a direct legacy of the Great War and the conflict overloaded peace of 1919: the
numerous territorial revision requirements that were associated with imperial space fantasies
and expansions. Thirdly, a sharpened class conflict that was getting considerable dynamism
with the October Revolution of the Bolsheviks and its new, universalistic model of order and
the antagonism of anti-Bolshevism that became a key driving force behind the ideological
polarizations after 1918. Finally, there was the long-lasting crisis of capitalism, which has
brought more and more citizens into existential misery because of the debt crisis and
deflationary austerity policies implemented since the end of the 1920s. For all that, the four
thematic lines of the author are not only the legacies of the Great War, but would also
deserve a longer pre-history and review from the 19th century.
In this book, Kershaw fits his Germany-centered thoughts in the larger European
history and he is focusing on the proceedings of the inter-war years. This highly Germanycentered view is explained quite simply: this country was “the pivotal centre of the
continent”. Following this, Germany was more important than any other state with regard to
Europe’s future developments, because its decisions and dealings were shaping the destinies
of millions of Europeans and as well as the lives of people of other continents. Therefore, in
certain circumstances, the German decision makers and its determined masses were creating
critical situations and in the due course of cataclysms, the policymakers and the general
public of other states have mostly had the only possibility to react into their own interest and
self-defense. Accordingly, most of the reactions of other countries were frequently too late
and completely in vain by trying to stop the machinery of war of the Nazis. Indeed, it is a
The titles of the chapters are: 1) On the brink; 2) The Great Disaster; 3) Turbulent Peace; 4)
Dancing on the Volcano; 5) Gathering Shadows; 6) Danger Zone; 7) Towards the Abyss; 8) Hell on
Earth; 9) Quiet Transitions in the Dark Decades; 10) Out of the Ashes. Additional sections of the
book are: Illustrations; Select Bibliography; Acknowledgements; and Follow Penguin.
2
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spectacular alternative to bring the crisis of pre-war Germany in the center of attention
within the history of Europe. As the historical patterns of European countries of the
twentieth century were extremely varied, this circumstance involves that the life experiences,
the mentalities and behaviors of the people often differed from nation to nation and from
region to region. Europe was mainly shaped by its diversity and this specific feature prevails
even in our days. If this is the case, one has to address the main dilemma of how to put the
puzzling sequences of different interweaving proceedings and events into the bigger picture.
Some questions are arising: Is there any such thing as a compact European history within
these various backgrounds? If the answer is positive and knowing that Europe is basically
characterized by diversity, is it possible to stipulate about the unity of the old continent?
Kershaw demonstrates that it is basically doable to narrate in the direction of European
unity, even though the people living in different countries are culturally and linguistically
quite diverse. However, it has to be considered as well that by such a complex task there will
be occasionally some factual contradictions and this happens so for the reason that main
political, cultural and other discrepancies are sometimes coming to the fore. This can
especially be the case in conflicted times.
Nowadays it is absolutely obvious how the Second World War has ended and the
ash-gray scenes of devastation of entire regions are deeply stored in our minds. It is to
highlight that that the author does not speculate on a fictitious unity of Europe, but first he
defines the concept geographically and after that presents the recent past of single countries
by certain interlinked actions in such a way that within the bigger picture, each essential
entity has its own story, which also relates to itself. Researchers have already presented this
deadlock from various angles; some of them were sticking to the interpretation of violence in
order to grasp moral outrages of the offender-victim relationship; others with the aim to reestablish confidence among highly conflicted communities; and still other scholars were
trying to avoid the democracy-versus-dictatorship contrast by grasping such prevalent
developments as imperial struggle, economic uncertainty, quick technological change, the
Nazi race hygiene, demographic characteristics and the emergence of new style political
discourses. Such reflections were mainly developing mostly in all of the European countries
during the time of the Second World War, even if they brought the downfall of quite a few
of the cruelest regimes. Kershaw’s central question is precise and it sounds reasonable: How
did it happen that Europe had almost destroyed itself in the forties? In this way, certain states
are playing a key role and others are sifting in the background in his interpretations. The
author’s leverage point is the emerging discrepancy between democracy and dictatorship as a
token of the concerned period, where he clearly dissects and shows the differences between
fascist dictatorships and authoritarian regimes (chapter six). Notwithstanding that, Kershaw
poses himself in the insightful role of an outside viewer and operates with fitting thoughts of
George Orwell, Victor Klemperer and Vera Brittain. It is to be noted that these reflections
are rather complex accounts and not necessarily easily understandable for non-experts in
contemporary history and political philosophy.
Furthermore, the author summarizes the historical, political or other kind of
features of the examined country as a brief profile, but generally there is only one page (or
even less) about such explicit issues. Another deficiency of this work is that there is no deeper
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insight about the unusual tragedies and experiences of the attacked or subjugated people.
This remains in the background and between the lines. Maybe a possible alternative for the
viewer could be the fact that the historian repeatedly encounters several adjectives such as
unspeakable, brutal, barbarous, and savage, which are offering a clue about the sad destinies
of millions of people in the hinterlands. Although Kershaw also addresses certain religious or
cultural actions, various social problems and population trends, but there are no remarks
about the usual trivial troubles of the general public such as parenting, education, daily work,
preoccupations, matrimony or how the drabness of life was in those conflicted times. Besides,
the colonial policy of the Great Powers is almost completely circumvented by the author, and
in this way the significance of colonialism remains rather a vague matter for the development
of the European continent in this book. Instead of that, Kershaw sticks to his core train of
thoughts by picking out the main forces that caused the European countries to drift to hell
and back.
Therefore, the title of the book can be perceived as a key message, but it also
functions as a leitmotif (by repetition) within the chapters. The basic structure of the work is
reasonably conventional where single countries are the core items of the examination in
which key-politicians and their entourage are coming to light as main actors. One can clearly
follow how these actions evolved into a destructive competition based on the neomercantilist hypothesis that one state’s gain could only come at another state’s losses.
Political topics are shifting in the forefront of the analysis and the narration is based on a
clear chronological line. Almost half of the volume concerns Germany, whose rise, fall, and
revival is uninterruptedly examined. The author approaches this country with a lot of
empathy. By addressing the problem of "guilt" related to the outbreak of the First World
War, he puts questions about the image of the "sleepwalkers". Indeed, sleepwalkers were
everywhere, but the historian comes to the balanced conclusion that the Great War was not
unavoidable in all its pre-war burdens. The historian is convinced about the fact that
Germany was to a greater extent responsible for the outbreak of the European conflict than
other Great Powers, with the key remark that it was not alone responsible and other states
did not acted in order to prevent the war, but quite the opposite. In his attempts to relativize
German responsibility for the outcome of the Julian crisis in 1914 under the banner of
sleepwalking leaders, diplomats and to relativize politicians and in this way to resuscitate the
modus operandi of drifting away as in the 1930s, Kershaw brings up his objections. He
concisely states that the responsibility for the outbreak of the war lay also in London, Paris,
and especially in Vienna and Petersburg. But although there was no "sole responsibility" for
the German Government (Reichsregierung), the historian stresses the special responsibility
of Germany for the unconditional support of Berlin for Vienna in the crisis of the summer of
1914. It is to not that perhaps the most humiliating portion of the Treaty of Versailles for
the defeated Germany was Article 231, commonly known as the "War Guilt Clause". This
clause forced Germany to accept complete responsibility for initiating the First World War.
According to this, Germany was liable for all material damages, and France's premier Georges
Clemenceau particularly insisted on imposing enormous reparation payments. Aware that
Germany would probably not be able to pay such an immense obligation, Clemenceau and
the French, however, greatly feared a fast German recovery and a new warfare against France.
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For this reason, Paris sought in the postwar treaty system to limit Germany's efforts to regain
its economic superiority and rearming.
Given that Kershaw’s main goal is to elucidate on dealings and not only to narrate
on certain events, it can be observed that the chapters are full of sharp thoughts, but rarely
counterfactual ideas as well. These are often introduced by certain core questions. Example: if
the First World War was fought in order to finish warfare, why after that it prepared the
pathway for another one, which was an even harsher global conflagration? Knowing the
intricacy of the postwar circumstances, why did fascism emerge only in Italy but in no other
country? In the author’s understanding it was the remilitarization of the Rhineland that was
the very last possibility for western democracies to stop Hitler implementing his belligerent
campaign. So why wasn’t the dictator stopped in time? Even Kershaw's relentless criticism of
the British and French attempts of the 1930s to react to Hitler’s actions relating to the failed
peace policy is quite differentiated. The author points out that the French and British
political elite simply were not able to cope with the challenges of fascism. According to
Kershaw, the paradigm of totalitarianism is a main tool in order to receive a beneficial
distinction between fascism, National Socialism, and the vibrant dictatorship of the
Bolsheviks. Moreover, there is no longer any doubt on the confusion concerning the misuse
of power by the Wehrmacht and its crucial role in the organization of singular crimes.
Kershaw’s answers are reasonably negative in this section, as preventive measures to
avoid the outbreak of the war seem to have been quite uncertain, because this period also
means the simultaneous rise of radical right-wing nationalists and populists in more
countries whose militant policies were guiding the masses in extremely dangerous directions.
In Kershaw’s thinking the First World War was the starting point of that descent into the
Hell. Thus, author puts the crucial European developments in the first half of the twentieth
century. In fact, he begins his work with a chapter on the two decades before 1914, which is
characterized as "the golden age", in which the modern industrial society emerged with its
political movements and contradictions as well. These developments were shaping the entire
historical period from the rise of socialism and ethnic nationalism to eugenics and antiSemitism. In view of that, the First World War is not rather a catalyst, but the starting point
of those developments, which then led to the catastrophe of the Second World War. The
central theme of the chapter is the interwar period and the sudden rise of the right-wing
scene in several countries. This historical episode evolves right after the short phase of the
hegemony of the leftists. Nevertheless, Kershaw stresses that as the leadership of the Nazi
party (NSDAP) came to power in1933 in Germany, peace was no longer possible in Europe.
Moreover, the author repeatedly indicates that democracies (with the exception of neutral
states) were only maintained in the victorious countries of the First World War, whereas by
the war losers, sooner or later omnipotent dictators were coming to power. They were
directing the political agenda of the people. The other major exception in this direction was
Italy, which was one of the war winners, but as Mussolini was coming to power, the situation
was rapidly changing during the early twenties. Although Italy succeeded in finishing the war
on the winners’ side, at the end of the great conflict it was a state that felt itself crushed from
the very beginning. Why was that so? Because compared to its strategic aims, only a small
part of its territorial expansion was realized during the first world conflagration and with
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Hitler in power, the prospects for peace were gone. Accordingly, a strong competition among
states was emerging in this new political context. Besides, the countries formed or reestablished after the Great War were politically and economically too weak to effortlessly
overcome the economic crises of the immediate postwar period and the early 30s. The rise of
Hitler in Germany was certainly not a feasible long-term alternative to the multifaceted
problems of those times. The takeover of the German dictator was rather an effect, which is
very clearly described by Kershaw. Elites were too easily motivated by fanatical leaders and
propaganda in order to struggle for more national self-determination and also to show
resentments against certain ethnicities. The author consciously shows how these specific
occurrences led several countries to turn in authoritarian directions by suspending their
pluralistic representative institutions, by restricting the independence of judicial authorities
and as well as media freedom. The implementation of pluralistic values was more and more
difficult under such circumstances. The fragile German republic succeeded in surviving the
innumerable riots, rebellions, coup d’états of the right and the uprisings of the left, the
devastating inflation and even the Ruhr occupation. Nevertheless, Weimar’s total
disintegration was finally achieved by the diverse effects of the global economic crisis. The
German dictator was clearly focusing on revenge for the defeat in 1918 and the establishment
of a colonial space in the East. Therefore, Germany's urge for revenge was growing day by
day.
Given the intensive re-armament of the Nazi empire, the occupation of the
Rhineland (1935) offered the last opportunity to massively counteract Hitler’s plans and to
stop any further escalation on the old continent. But which state wanted to provoke another
dangerous crisis or might risk another war as German troops were invading Germany?
Kershaw highlights that appeasement policy of the period was the endeavor of appeasement,
the peaceful settlement of emerging conflicts and also an expression of bad conscience
towards Germany, which was eminent due to the harsh conditions of the Treaty of
Versailles.3 This track led to the Munich Agreement, which Kershaw describes as the
capitulation of the West, as well as a main turning point in European history, because the
following period was essentially coined by the time-saving tactic of Hitler in order to find
even more achievable solutions for his armed forces. One must not forget that no negotiation
was possible with Hitler’s regime. Moreover, if that situation finally damned Europe to a new
war, putting an end to the differentiation between armed forces and civil society and
generated a lot of suffering and dead, it also laid down the basics for another peaceful period.

The Treaty of Versailles, presented for German leaders to sign on May 7, 1919, forced Germany to
concede territories to Belgium (Eupen-Malmédy), Czechoslovakia (Hultschin district), and Poland
(Poznan, West Prussia, and Upper Silesia). Alsace and Lorraine, annexed in 1871 after the FrancoPrussian War, returned to France. All German overseas colonies became League of Nation Mandates,
and the city of Danzig, with its large ethnically German population, became a Free City. The treaty
demanded demilitarization and occupation of the Rhineland, and special status for the Saarland under
French control; plebiscites were to determine the future of areas in northern Schleswig on the DanishGerman frontier and parts of Upper Silesia. Germany lost 13% of its territory.
3
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And back then, it was not easy to see in the future, which finally also bought the strange
competitive conditions of the Cold War era.
The author tracks the main determinants that were evidently missing after the Great
War and which were the basics for more stability after the Second World War. Some of these
determinants were: the exclusion of collaborators, the constant American input, and the
total defeat of the enemy. Evidently, also the creation of a nuclear umbrella was such a main
factor. Nevertheless, the historian suitably claims that each national case has had its own
distinctiveness. Thus, Kershaw’s historical argumentation can be characterized as sui generis.
He also points out that authoritarian systems (Italy, Soviet Union and Germany) were
different from each other as not each of them was trying to activate the entire public for their
own ends. Indeed, only Hitler connected the people’s mobilization issue to a dangerous racial
doctrine and to other absurd ideas related to more territorial supremacy where the Jewish
people as well as other ethnics were ostracized, expropriated, captured and brutally
murdered.
Kershaw portrays the war in all its facets and leaves no doubts in the viewer about
the wide support, which Hitler had within the German population even during the war.
However, his observations are based on simplified illustrative patterns such as the model of a
homogeneous "national community" in this section. These extremely impressive, precise and
varied thoughts constitute the main core of this volume. It follows a section where
"continuities of long-term socioeconomic value systems, including cultural development
lines" are presented and analyzed. However, there are many addressed topics, such as the
expansion of social security systems, war economy, demographics and the position of women,
the role of the intellectuals and the churches, as well as popular entertainment. This is really
attention-grabbing and also imperative in detail, but sometimes it seems to be quiet
disorganized in practice. Perhaps this impression occurs, because the author itemizes here
certain cultural and economic developments separately from their particular political
backgrounds. Kershaw does not finish the first part of his book, with the year 1945, but with
a chapter on the post-war years where his examinations continue until the year of 1949. As a
side note one must mention that the map about Europe of 1949, which is on the inside of the
back cover is quite inexact as Algeria was not independent until 1962 and the armistice line
of 1949 is shown in a generously extended version, similar thus, to the present Gaza Strip.
The author describes the various methods and counteractions against the Nazis,
inclusively the punishment of collaborators of the banned regime that was happening almost
simultaneously in several European countries. This account ends with the presentation of
two subject matters: the difficult implementation of pluralistic, democratic conditions in the
West and the establishment of the new tyranny under Soviet occupation. And now just have
a look at the core question of the author: How did it happen that Europe had almost
destroyed itself in the first half of the twentieth century? The historian focuses on the rise of
radical nationalisms and communism with Stalinist character in the context of the Great
War. Moreover, his explanation is based on the following pillars: the fact that liberal
democracy could not have succeeded in the defeated countries of the Great War and that the
struggle for revenge was so broadly supportive especially in Germany with Hitler, who turned
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this effort into a mass-murdering program of unique radicalism. Thus, according to Kershaw,
this state of affairs was the main reason for the "descent into hell" of Europe.
Kershaw’s line of reasoning has all the qualities of an exceptional author and it also
follows the particular English historical tradition. There are precise, analytical, judicious and
empiricist reflections. The result is a sovereign account which proves to every reader that the
combination of analysis and narration of these so-condensed decades are still possible for a
single historian today. Moreover, in this book one has the possibility to learn where the
historians have arrived with their knowledge of the early 20th century. Therefore, the
historian smartly benefits from the long decades of international research. It is to point out
that Kershaw’s inquiries and answers are really particular, because he often thinks out of the
box, but he lets open for instance the paradox of a cultivated Europe that sinks “into the pit
of barbarism”. Besides, he completely avoids to dissect “the imperial project” that could have
also been pivotal for example in the case of racism. Anyway, there are no explanations about
the co-existence of liberal-democratic and imperial principles. Kershaw mentions that “most
of Europe’s violence” was exported before 1914 and notes as a sideline that Leopold of
Belgium’s horrible rule in the Congo was estimated to have cost 10 million African lives.
This number is somewhat more than the total military casualty rate of the Great War.
Author also remarks that fascist Italy was not considered as a danger to Europe for the simple
reason that Italians were implementing violence at North Africans and Ethiopians, but not at
Europeans. Thus, there are certain clues that European stability and colonial aggression may
have been symbiotic, but those valuable insights are not the subject of deeper analysis by the
historian. Europe’s extra-European interferences have little place in Kershaw’s narrative and
explanations. Without doubt, the history of interwar Europe also includes the stories of
several other regions and people, which were ruled by Europe, but it is impossible to
encompass all that data in one or two volumes. Accordingly, it is realistic for such a history to
focus on the European continent itself, but one has to be aware about the fact that the
imperial framework really matters, because Europe’s imperial powers and policy makers of
this times developed their guidelines and strategies with this always in mind. It is also obvious
that the House of Commons didn’t accord sufficient attention to the Nazi threat in the mid30s, but perhaps that may have been because it turned all its energy in the design of the
Government of India Act.
The economic depression of the early thirties deteriorated intercontinental contrasts
not only because most of the countries introduced protectionist measures, but as Kershaw
notes, also because Europe’s imperial powers could set exclusionary taxes also around their
colonial possessions. Most of the European statesmen were very familiar with imperialistic
ideas. Consequently, these facets should not be forgotten. Chamberlain and Halifax were
evidently incredibly wrong to believe that Hitler would be pacified by offering him certain
colonial areas, but British politicians were convinced about their idea and thought that they
will also work in praxis, because extra-European territorial barters and shifts had been a
peacekeeping policy, which has functioned for hundreds of years. British historians made
really much effort in the last few decades to grasp the metropolitan political beliefs and
strategies within the imperial framework with the effect that European history was
sometimes shifting in the background. It is crucial to consider both imperatives, thus
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European history that Kershaw practices and the sequence of events of Europe’s management
of and retreat from empire, because they were influencing each other in several ways.
Kershaw’s main achievement is, above all, that he never loses sight to set priorities in order to
distinguish the important from the unimportant, to explain and not to get captured in dense
descriptions. The mastery of his description lies in the successful balance between the
illuminating details and the central thread of his argumentation line and based thereon, he
frequently concludes by safe judgments. Kershaw’s story is like a definite, perhaps at some
point preliminary balance of the debates and controversies in which generations of historians
have barely worked. Whoever dares to encounter the great story also shows free edges and by
this complex undertaking and large historical analysis Kershaw cannot be otherwise.
Consequently, in order to cope with the sheer amount of data, many things have to be
omitted. Therefore, the small states sometimes remain in the shadow of the great ones and
the social and cultural history is sometimes minimized rather than being well integrated in
the narrative.
Is there a European history? There are two possible variants: no, if one has to
understand it in a homogenizing direction in order to level the extremely different
intercontinental developments; yes, if we think as Kershaw thinks, as he presents the
common as well as the different experiences of the Europeans. Moreover, the author also
thinks about the specific paths of individual and even smaller states. Kershaw’s narrative
reflects some aspects of the complete bewilderment in which almost all European nations
were trapped when they slowly recognized the extent of the horror and destruction, which
became permanent on their continent. This insight constitutes the heart of this volume and
it is the starting point for the much better second half of the century when peace and stability
was experienced in several regions of the old European continent. Currently, one can observe
how the memory of this terror, which brought Europe on a better track, begins to completely
fade away. The reading distinctly shows how important Europe’s role in the world is, and
despite all the problems and difficulties, one also thinks on the peaceful times in which
various nations coexist in this multifaceted community today. It is incomprehensible to what
extent the several disasters that have traumatized Europe have fallen now into dark oblivion.
But, do we know where the borders of a European history are? Furthermore, let’s ask: how
much internationalism does such a narrative need? History unmistakably shows that the
vicious excesses of the wars did not suddenly stopped at the borders of Europe. More to the
point, the peace negotiations of 1919 were a global phenomenon as well, like the financial
crisis at the end of the 1920s. Let’s put it others: not even British history can be understood
since 1914 without the involvement of the dynamism and overstretching of the Empire after
the year of 1918. Furthermore, the period from 1949 stands in striking contrast to the first
half of the century. Although it came to a sharp division of Europe into two hostile blocks
during the Cold War era, but the wars and crises of the first half of the century were not
repeated again. After the complete breakdown of German National Socialism and Italian
fascism, the parliamentary democracy was successfully implemented in the West. The
authoritarian regimes in Portugal and Spain did not prove to be viable in the long term and
they also were replaced by democratic regimes in the 1970s. Communism seemed to be very
stable system for decades in the Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe as well. We know today
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that this political ideology was gradually declining, but back then, nobody in the West or in
the East was expecting its rapid breakdown. After the horrors of the first half of the century
and after the disintegration of the civilization that was generated by the Second World War,
Europe succeeded to gradually restructure itself in the second half of the century. If there is
an overarching theme in Kershaw's interpretations, it is the struggle between democracy and
dictatorship. Democracy was entering in the defensive by the 1930s and the future seemed to
belong to authoritarian and dictatorial regimes. They occupied a large front in the middle, in
the south and south-east of Europe. These authoritarian governments came to power after a
bloody civil war in the case of Spain, but elsewhere mostly without major bloodshed. Only in
the west and north of the continent have certain societies exercised the strong democratic
principles and managed in the long term to escape the adverse political, societal and
economic problems of the crisis period.
Perhaps there is a suitable historical example which shows how important it is to
consider global matters. Let’s take one of the historical moments of the 20th century: while
in Germany, Hitler was establishing his tyranny with the Enabling Act in March 1933, the
American President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, took office in the same month. Roosevelt’s
commitment to the democratic welfare state was an alternative response to the crisis of the
post-war period. Although this was no sure guarantee for the viability of democracy in praxis
and he also knew the dangers of it, but this historical decision can be interpreted as
testimony, that this future was much clearer, as suggested by Hitler's legal justification and
power legitimization. Of course, this retrospective view is based on an artificial logic as we
knew it in the aftermath. Kershaw also implements this kind of retrospective logic: anyone
who mentions the second "Thirty Years War" between 1914 and 1945, it also suggests an
epochal framework that in certain cases somehow levels the variety of options, the openness
of the future with the existing opportunities at all its burdens. All these are issues to which
this vast volume inspires the reader. Thus, Kershaw’s interpretations are occasionally in the
best sense disturbing. Why is that so? Perhaps because it warns against simple analogies and
comparisons and for the reason that it makes clear within the bigger picture that the
timescales of unparalleled hostility are not as long ago as the European peace epoch of the
generations since 1945 sometimes may believe. The author concludes with the descent of the
“Iron Curtain” and the beginning of the Cold War era. This is an account of a continent that
transmutes from one smaller disaster to the next bigger one.
Summary and conclusions
Kershaw identifies four factors concerning the origins of the ongoing crisis between
the First and the Second World War: (1) An ethnically or racially based nationalism led to
hostilities and new armed conflicts between peoples and nations; (2) Due to certain artificial
boundary lines after the Great War, minority problems were emerging in several regions and
sub-regions, which caused additional conflict potential among countries (keyword: territorial
revisionism); (3) The victory of communism in Russia aggravated the class antagonisms,
which already existed in the West, and it also led to the rise of right-wing political
movements that were committed to oppose the communist ideology and its adepts. The self-
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centered opposition between right-wing and left-wing political forces generated grave
internal fragmentations in the European state machineries and societies. (4) Starting with
1929, the capitalist economic system came into its most intensive crisis, firstly in the USA,
then also in Europe. The Great Depression was a traumatic experience for almost all
countries of the continent. Author insightfully explains how these four factors were
intertwined, creating highly explosive situations in the 1930s that finally led to the outbreak
of the Second World War. Germany occupies a central place in Kershaw’s analysis because
the four factors mentioned (thus, nationalism/racism, territorial revisionism, sharp
polarization between left and right and economic crisis) occurred in that country in a
particularly extreme forms. According to Kershaw, the fact that the Third Reich brought
Europe on the brink of self-destruction is not a coincidence in universal history, but the
result of a disastrous combination of crisis moments in Germany, but also other intertwined
processes with other states.
Nine of the ten chapters of the volume are based on the chronological course of
European history between 1914 and 1949. The ninth chapter is somewhat out of the line
and it deals with various selected issues that are relevant to all European countries:
demographic developments during the first half of the century; intellectual currents and
debates; the role of religion and of the churches; the growing importance of popular culture
and the entertainment industry. The book begins with the First World War and the analysis
shows that it was the original root of all evil. The crisis of the inter-war period cannot be
understood without the Great War and the highly problematic post-war regime of 1919.
Almost all European countries were moving in dubious directions in the 1920s and 1930s:
the winners and losers of 1918, but also the newly created states of Eastern Europe, which
emerged after the breakdown of the Habsburg Empire. The sixth chapter is really attentiongrabbing because the reader encounters here a compact comparative evaluation of Italian
fascism, German National Socialism, and Stalinism in the Soviet Union. The author’s
intuitive expertise related to dictatorial forms of domination is a successful intellectual
demonstration. Kershaw’s historical inquiry is highly critical and he gives meaningful answers
about the social basis and the profiles of the three dictatorships. He also compares these
regimes in terms of violence and repression. The author clearly shows the reader how
Mussolini, Hitler and Stalin used and abused their charismatic and central roles within their
authoritarian regimes. The Soviet Union was largely isolated (foreign policy) in the interwar
period, but it was influencing the developments in several other European states. The claims
of the Soviets to offer a possible alternative to capitalism attracted millions of people across
Europe and among them were ordinary workers as well as intellectuals, but also the fear of
Communism played an important role in the struggle for more political legitimization of
extremist movements. At this juncture, because of the effects of the vicious circle of politics,
communism basically strengthened the popular basis of right-wing parties and other radical
movements, helping demagogues as Mussolini and Hitler, but even Stalin to seize central
power. Kershaw's presentation culminates with the provision of valuable and deep analyses
by implementing various historical records of the Second World War. The international
conflict has generated so heavy losses of human life and so vast extent of suffering, which are
hardly imaginable today. The volume ends with the first years of the post-war period where

98

Zoltán Eperjesi

the historian mainly focuses on that circumstances, as unlike after 1918, this time a new
international order was created that also prevented the outbreak of some new confrontations
on a continental scale. Accordingly, Kershaw puts the question: what was the reason for this?
Author mentions several interlinking reasons: Germany was no longer a great power and
thus not anymore a disruptive factor in the concert of powers; the old European power
system was gradually disintegrating, because even Great Britain and France have had to
renounce to their great power status; fascism and National Socialism were so thoroughly
failed that they were no longer a real political option; shifting boundaries and movements of
population were the source of new kind of territorial revisionism, which had caused several
conflicts after the Great War. Two new stable blocks were emerging in the beginning of the
Cold War, which have had nuclear weapons and therefore they did not dare to directly
attack each other. In contrast to the First World War, the United States has been
permanently engaged in Europe for example with the Marshall Plan. In this way, they were
ensuring the political and economic stabilization of Western and Southern Europe.
Nevertheless, even in Eastern European countries, where Stalin’s communist puppet regimes
were installed, if compared to the inter-war period, there was a surprising stability. It is to
highlight that in the Eastern bloc countries, mainly a forced stability context was prevailing.
This was strongly centralized and coordinated from above. Already in the first years after the
end of the war, the West was slowly experiencing with various procedures of European
integration. This will be one of the dominant themes in the coming second volume of
Kershaw, as well as the consolidation of communism in the Soviet bloc countries.
Kershaw effectively combines narrative and analysis in his presentations, but nobody
should think that this book is a soft reading as it investigates the facts of wars and dictatorial
regimes. It is important to keep to the facts and to retain the historical details within
memory. Therefore, Kershaw’s work is definitely worth reading. The author appeals to the
memory of Europeans, who are accustomed nowadays to peace and prosperity, but
sometimes didn’t remember the destinies of their ancestors, who descended into hell and
back in those chaotic times. Since then, Europeans have again managed to work their way up
from those dark depths and they have been living mostly peacefully for the last seventy years
on their continent. That seems to us, people living today as a matter of course, but it was and
it is hard work to maintain pace and to reach political and social consensus in such a large
timescale. The European Union has undoubtedly its defects and deficiencies, but it is to note
that it also offers a main framework for national states in order to efficiently cooperate and
coexist on the old continent. Besides, the EU also offers various coherent projects at
superregional levels. Consequently, compared to the conditions that prevailed in Europe
between 1914 and1945, but even in the Cold War era, the EU also represents a tangible
progress of civilization. Those who have read Kershaw's stirring story and have also
understood his elucidations on disillusioning facts, probably will not put in question the
substantial progress of Europe, in comparison to the critical circumstances, which were
prevailing from 1914 to1945.
Nevertheless, under European history Kershaw sees no successions or juxtapositions
of national histories. The author targets the historical forces and developments that have
shaped the entire continent. His outlook is extensive and comparative at the same time. All
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European countries are treated, but country profiles are not in balance by specific details and
extent. For the British historian it is self-evident that even the past of the Russian Empire and
the Soviet Union must be included in a history of Europe. Of course, it is inevitable that
some countries gain more attention as other ones during the analysis. Kershaw dedicates
special attention (for a compelling reason) to five countries, which are: Great Britain and
France; Germany and Italy; and the Soviet Union. But also Scandinavia, the Baltic States, the
Iberian Peninsula, Central and Eastern Europe, the Balkans and Greece are addressed by the
historian. Even though the historico-political and other specifics are described with the
utmost precision and accuracy, one must keep in mind that this is the analysis and viewpoint
of a British historian about Germany. Thus, nobody should be surprised that in the
description of the developments before and during the Great War, the strong British
spectrum is omnipresent, which in certain cases can be also seen as an overcritical approach
to some German motives. In the prehistory of the Second World War (in the 30s), the
German issues are always accompanied by strong negative attributes, which writing style
definitely corresponds to the facts. However, this review lacks the deeper examination of the
negative trends in other states with the versatile historical involvedness of the different
political endeavors for example in the USSR, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania and
Hungary. This not necessarily means that certain facts are suppressed, because negative
developments in the Stalin era were also addressed without gaps by the author, but such
sections have a less cataclysmic undertone as compared to the cases when German actors were
presented and judged. Moreover, concerning the evaluation of the British activities in the
Middle East during the Great War, author writes quite uncritically. All these actions are
compressed in the tradition of classical British diplomacy, although the devastating
consequences of this kind of policy are still apparent even today.
For all that, it is highly recommended to read Kershaw’s new work and if it is
possible in the light of other classical works as Christopher Clark’s explanation about the
First World War4 and Timothy Snyder’s presentation about the atrocities in the Eastern
regions during the Second World War.5 In this way, the viewer gets a much deeper insight in
the crucial events of the recent past. If doing so, one can definitely get an answer to a closing
question: which of these books can contribute more or less to the current political
discussions tied to the lessons of history?
At the moment, the world is becoming ever more complex, but seemingly is also
highly divided, and once again, Europe is at the heart of it. Indeed, it is quite instructive in
turbulent times to look back in history and realize how far we have come today. That
undertaking certainly applies for Europe, as for global matters as well. Several things seem to
be grave now, but they have been grave before, and some terrible historical events were
accelerating progress: sometimes like this, sometimes like that. Therefore, this narrative fits
very well into the current Post-Brexit matter and the ongoing discussion of what holds
Christopher Clark: The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, Allen Lane, published in
2012.
5
Timothy Snyder: Bloodlands: Europa zwischen Hitler und Stalin, C.H.Beck; Auflage: 5, published
in 2015.
4
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Europe together. The author shows the strong pillars of European common experiences in
the ages of violence and one may see this was the catalyst for the origins of a unique peace
project in which we are living today. Without doubt, this approach alone does not has the
power to reduce the explosiveness of the present European (or other) crisis and whoever
reads this work, perhaps might not conclude from multifaceted historical lessons, but she/ he
definitely will know more about the challenging European history and its global context as
well.
Sources:
Ian Kershaw. Höllensturz. Europa 1914 bis 1949; a. d. Engl. v. K. Binder, B.
Leineweber u. B. Schröder; 768 S.
Ian Kershaw. Höllensturz: Europa 1914 bis 1949. Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt;
Auflage: 5, München, 2016.
Ian Kershaw. To Hell and Back. Europe 1914 – 1949, Penguin History of Europe 8,
2016.
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