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Introduction
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It is one of the key experiences of the present that social inequality has be-
come more glaring. This book deals with the many changes that the history 
of inequality has undergone. There were times when inequalities grew quite 
sharply, while there were also periods of mitigations. Twentieth-century Eu-
rope is seen in this sense as a laboratory of quite divergent developments. 
The book is critical of the view that in the modern period societal progress 
and economic prosperity have to be paid for by the persistence of social in-
equality.1 However, this book also rejects the dictum that modern capitalism 
inevitably produces inequality. Instead, it hopes to encourage a closer look 
at the facts and fi gures that we possess, even if they are not always complete.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

Each of the four periods covered by this study represent a different devel-
opment of social inequality. The fi rst two decades before 1914, examined in 
the fi rst chapter, focus on European industrialization and an unregulated, 
liberal industrial capitalism. This was the era when social inequalities de-
veloped with almost no regulation by the state, and also without the impact 
of economic crises and major wars. The second chapter deals with the very 
different epoch of the two world wars and the unprecedented and worst eco-
nomic crisis of the 1930s. At the center of this chapter are the controversial 
consequences of world wars and an economic crisis upon social inequality. 
The question to be investigated is whether wars and economic crises exac-
erbated or dampened social inequalities, though with enormous costs in 
countless human lives and the unfolding of abject misery. The third chapter 
on the 1950s to the 1970s deals with another totally different period in which 
social inequalities were reduced. This coincided with the years of economic 
prosperity related to extraordinarily high economic growth and a unique 
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2 The Rich and the Poor in Modern Europe

increase in prosperity. This chapter therefore deals with the best imaginable 
option as far as the development of social inequality is concerned. However, 
in the 1980s this era came to an end. Consequently, the fourth chapter is 
devoted to the question of why social inequalities increased in the most re-
cent epoch: did this happen because there occurred a deliberate return to 
the pre-1914 policies, that is, an unregulated capitalism with its noticeable 
increase it social inequalities; or was it a set of novel factors, such as global-
ization or fi nance capitalism, that were responsible for the abandonment of 
the mitigation of social equality? In other words, each of these four chapters 
opens up quite different possibilities for the prevalence of social inequality. 
Yet, it would be erroneous to believe that one of those four developments 
could recur today or in the future; although it should be possible to draw 
some lessons for the present from Europe’s divergent historical experiences.

THE MEANING OF SOCIAL INEQUALITY

The notion of social inequality is meant to signify hierarchical differences 
with respect to life chances, above all income and wealth, consumption and 
housing, education and health. But it also refers to perceptions of these hi-
erarchies and the debates that they unleash. What is also very frequently 
meant by it are differences between large social groups, but also between 
social milieus as well as between men and women, between ethnic groups 
and immigrants, on the one hand, and native European populations, on the 
other.

Turning to the history of social inequality, three central questions must 
be considered. To begin with, there are the social groups between which 
social inequality is supposed to exist. However, these social groups are not 
stable, and they underwent fundamental changes in the twentieth century. 
Here is an example: whoever compares educational opportunities of the 
middle classes with those of industrial workers in the late Imperial period 
with those existing in contemporary Germany, should be aware that the two 
social milieus underwent a complete change. As far as the Imperial period 
is concerned, there existed a numerically narrow, though very homogenous 
and interwoven bourgeoisie that was self-confi dent and politically infl uen-
tial, comprising between one and two percent of the total population. These 
groups were juxtaposed with a much larger group of class-conscious indus-
trial workers that was isolated from the rest of society and made up about 
30 to 40 percent of the rest of German society. Today we have to consider 
a heterogeneous stratum of academically educated people comprising at 
least 30 percent and another roughly 30 percent of manual workers. They 
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are made up of a stratum of men and women without a strong group con-
sciousness, including both native as well as immigrant populations, workers 
in relatively secure jobs with benefi ts and poor people. These percentages 
may illustrate why there is no consensus between which of these groups we 
should analyze, raising questions of social inequality. Should we continue to 
focus on the traditional social class milieus, as a minority of scholars contin-
ues to advocate? Or should we concentrate on a new variant: groups that, as 
far as their lifestyles are concerned, are deeply divided into conservative and 
non-conformist milieus? Or, thirdly, should we turn to totally different social 
groups, such as religious and ethnic ones; or men, women, and transgender 
individuals; or, fi nally, on immigrants and native populations? Yet another 
research option could focus on the secession from all these groups start-
ing in the 1970s that leads to an investigation of a much more diffuse and 
complicated social inequality in which individuals are differently positioned 
depending on the dimension of social inequality.

The second question relates to the positions that the social sciences have 
taken on social inequality. Social scientists as well as the readers of their 
works are not neutral observers. Rather they do research as experts who 
are actually able to infl uence the development of social inequality. More-
over, the perspectives that they, as well as historians, have adopted toward 
this subject have undergone marked changes over the past century. It is 
no longer the perspective of looking down from the secure upper levels of 
the bourgeoisie at an unfamiliar phenomenon below within their own so-
ciety. Rather their changed perspective comes from the middle as today’s 
scholars, most of whom no longer have tenured positions, experience social 
inequality very directly at different points in their careers. They also use a 
different vocabulary. The notion of social inequality that is refl ected in their 
approach was not widely used among the major European languages well 
into the twentieth century. It was only in the 1970s that it gained wider cur-
rency. This means that refl ecting one’s own position as a scholar is of great 
importance today.

Thirdly, there is a key question raised in research on social inequality 
that concerns the moral tone underlying the notion of “social inequality.” 
This is why the adoption of this notion in the title of this book should not 
be misunderstood. Both the social and the historical sciences tend to start 
from the assumption that societies that have developed beyond the stage of 
hunters and gatherers are more complex and cannot function without so-
cial hierarchies and that they can obtain necessary contributions from their 
members. This position is also the starting point of this book. To investigate 
social inequality does not mean that, beyond the achievement of equality 
in terms of political and human rights for a particular society’s citizens, it 
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is possible to gain complete social and economic equality. Examining the 
history of social inequality means rather to discover where the line is to be 
found in the past as well as today between essential hierarchies, on the one 
hand, and unnecessary disparities, on the other. It is not easy to identify 
this line; nor is it uncontroversial. However, comparisons not only within 
the history of one’s own society, but also at the international level will be of 
great help. If historically and in our time we encounter well-functioning and 
free societies that were marked by considerably less inequality, this should 
lead us to ponder why inequalities in our own society are so much greater 
and where the causes for this difference lie. In so doing, it is crucial that soci-
eties with less inequality always be put into their historical context. If lesser 
inequality was paid for with political terror, as during the Stalinist period in 
the Soviet Union or in Mao’s China or if it was the result of Hitler’s devastat-
ing wars, we are stuck, simply because the cost by which social equality has 
been achieved are simply too high and painful.

NOTE

 1. See, e.g., Deaton, Angus, The Great Escape: Health, Wealth and the Origins of Inequal-
ity (Princeton, 2013).
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