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HAROLD JAMES, Krupp: A History of the Legendary German Firm
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 360 pp. ISBN 978 0 691
15340 7. US$35.00. £24.95

Harold James’s book on the German industrial enterprise Krupp
aims to be much more than a mere company history. The author,
pro fessor of economic history at Princeton, examines German capi-
talist business within its political and cultural framework, while the
book can also be seen as a cultural history of Germany, focusing on
one of its most ‘legendary’—many would say notorious—firms. The
book is organized into seven chronological chapters, each concen-
trating on a generation of the family and a characteristic stage in the
historical development of the firm. This highlights the close interre-
lationship between family and business in this family corporation, a
theme that runs through the book. The fact that every chapter opens
with a reference to a master work of German literature—among oth-
ers, Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, Theodor Storm’s Schimmelreiter,
and Heinrich Mann’s Untertan—reflects James’s ambition to embed
the company’s development in a broader cultural context.

Krupp’s suitability to serve as a lens through which to address
German history is revealed by quotations from various historical
actors. In Mein Kampf Adolf Hitler famously exhorted German youth
to be ‘as quick as a greyhound, as tough as leather, and as hard as
Krupp steel’. And at the International Military Tribunal in Nurem -
berg in 1945, where Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach was
charged as one of twenty-four major war criminals, the American
prosecutor Robert Jackson characterized the Krupp family as ‘the
symbol, and the beneficiary of the most sinister forces engaged in
menacing the peace of Europe’ for the last 130 years. This verdict was
a result of the firm’s reputation as the arms manufacturer behind
Germany’s military aggression from Bismarck’s wars of unification
through two world wars.

In the first chapter, James describes the rather coincidental foun-
dation of Krupp as an industrial enterprise. It was only as compen-
sation for cash advances to a local entrepreneur who had engaged in
speculative investments that Helene Amalie Krupp, widow of a
wholesale merchant from the town of Essen and the first in a series
of powerful women to play an important part in the firm’s history,
bought the Gute Hoffnung ironworks in 1799. As a result, her grand-
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son Friedrich began producing iron, but with disappointing results.
The firm lost money for the first twenty-five years of its existence and
only survived with the support of relatives and friends of the family.
Although technically highly innovative, Friedrich lacked any busi-
ness sense and died impoverished and in disgrace.

Yet Friedrich’s failure set the scene for an entrepreneurial break-
through and spurred the business ambitions of his son, Alfred
Krupp. Chapter two portrays him as a creative entrepreneur whose
relationship with his employees was patronizingly paternalistic. His
eagerness to impress led to the construction of the grand Villa Hügel
in the early 1870s, which was regularly visited by such illustrious
individuals as the Shah of Persia and various princes and kings from
all over the world. ‘The commercial manufacturer’, Alfred declared,
‘must be a waster of money in the eyes of the world.’ To underscore
the point he employed the composer Engelbert Humperdinck to play
the piano to entertain visitors at the Villa Hügel.

In 1844 Krupp was a middle-sized business with 131 em ployees;
twenty years later it had become a gigantic concern with 12,000 work-
ers and a production area of thirty-five hectares. Krupp remained a
highly innovative enterprise with thirteen valuable patents awarded
in the period 1877 to 1880, more than any other German company
except Siemens. Krupp, however, chose not to focus on mass markets
in which the firm would need to compete solely on the basis of price.
Rather, it aimed to cultivate markets in which the number of con-
sumers was limited, and long-term guarantees and contracts could
be negotiated. This meant providing equipment for the railways and
the military. For all the global reach of his enterprise, however, Krupp
ultimately coupled his fortunes to those of the Prussian state and lob-
bied hard to get orders for weaponry. In 1858, Krupp won a first order
for 300 artillery barrels for the Prussian military and later profited
from the fact that canon production expanded dramatically with the
German wars of unification. As a result, Krupp’s business philosophy
became not to enter into speculative business, but to create ‘work that
to a certain extent is inseparable from the development of the state’, as
Alfred Krupp stated in 1873.

His son Friedrich Alfred Krupp further developed this business
strategy. He was an ardent modernizer as chapter three shows.
Under his influence nickel steel armour plating and electrical deto-
nators came into production. In addition, he acquired the Ger ma -
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niawerft in Kiel, where battleships, cruisers, and submarines were
built for the German, Austro-Hungarian, Norwegian, Russian,
Brazilian, Ottoman, and Chinese navies after 1896. On the eve of the
First World War, Krupp was by far the biggest German enterprise,
although it was only one-fifth the size of the largest American corpo-
ration, the giant US Steel. Armaments were the most profitable part
of its business. More than 30 per cent of Krupp production was
devoted to military purposes before 1914. 

The First World War, naturally, was highly profitable for Krupp,
as chapter four reveals, since the German government pushed arma-
ments producers to expand production at any cost. ‘The company’,
James remarks, ‘had become in practice part of the German state’ (p.
139). Ordnance developed by the company, in particular, Big Berta, a
giant, 42 cm cannon, was used to spectacular effect against Allied for-
tifications on the Western front. After the war, Krupp reverted to
product lines the firm had worked on in the early and mid nineteenth
century, and again focused on manufacturing finished products,
especially railway articles that were sold successfully on global mar-
kets. But it also continued to produce weapons. In a clear breach of
the Versailles treaty, the Reichswehr signed a secret agreement with
Krupp to develop further armaments in 1922.

Chapter five deals with the most controversial aspect of Krupp’s
history: relations between the firm and National Socialism. Accord -
ing to James, Gustav Krupp was not a supporter of National
Socialism before 1933; culturally and politically, he remained a man
of the late Wilhelmine era. The author convincingly argues that the
firm was not a driving force behind the making of Nazi policy, while
the Nazi state offered Krupp excellent opportunities to expand and
the firm made substantial profits from rearmament. Although the
Krupp directors were cleared of the charge of waging a war of
aggression after 1945, they were convicted of using slave labour and
plundering occupied Europe. Alfried Krupp von Bohlen und
Halbach was sentenced to twelve years imprisonment and his entire
fortune was confiscated in 1948.

Pardoned by the Allied High Commissioner in 1951, Alfried
Krupp formally returned to head his enterprise, clearly a reduced
and scaled-down version of the old firm. He rebuilt the company by
relying on old-style patriarchalism as a business strategy and looking
to export markets again, as chapter seven describes. This was only
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possible thanks to his excellent relations with German politicians
from both Willy Brandt’s SPD and the Christian Democratic Union.
The merger of Krupp and Thyssen in 1997 was interpreted by many
commentators as the introduction of Anglo-American capitalism to
Germany, especially as the deal was supported by investment banks
such as Goldman Sachs and Morgan Grenfell. German business cul-
ture changed with the global transformation of corporate cultures.
Companies ceased to be enduring entities that offered a cradle-to-
grave enclave for their workers, but certain features characteristic of
German business persisted. These included high standards of work-
manship, reliability, and technical innovation, features that in
James’s eyes go back to the world of the nineteenth century and the
vision of businessmen such as Alfred Krupp. 

Harold James’s book is a highly readable account of the history of
one of Europe’s most important enterprises. It masterfully inter-
weaves economic, political, and cultural history. The author is espe-
cially confident when describing business-specific facts, such as cor-
porate strategies or the development of new alloys and manufactur-
ing methods. Of particular interest is the argument that Krupp stands
for a specifically German way of doing business. According to James,
it ‘is endlessly naive’ to assume that companies are ‘simply driven by
a quest for profit’ (pp. 3, 178). In contrast to the assumptions of mod-
ern management theory, especially as preached in US business
schools, German and perhaps European firms are driven by the
‘vision of a company as an embodiment of some overarching value
system, in which a corporation is a microcosm of a general social
equilibrium. In that European tradition, profitability is not every-
thing’ (p. 293). On the one hand, European firms were largely embed-
ded in contemporary politics, which challenges the notion of a clear-
cut distinction between these two social spheres. On the other hand,
enterprises were rooted in their traditions, especially if they were
family firms, as was the case with Krupp. James convincingly argues
that at times of uncertainty, Krupp oriented itself by its own tradi-
tions, which is why the firm’s development is to a considerable
degree path-dependent. For instance, when Krupp was taken apart
after 1945, it acquired new companies for the construction of ships
and cranes as substitutes for businesses that had been stripped away.
‘The Krupp company’, James concludes, ‘was . . . consistently held
together by an idea of what it had been in the past’ (p. 247). 



While James successfully challenges conventional business histo-
ry models as proposed by Alfred Chandler, his sober account of
Krupp’s history during the Nazi period raises some questions.
Although James mentions various critical aspects, his account is
sometimes rather cursory. This applies, for instance, to the issue of
the increased use of forced labour during the war. As more and more
German workers were sent to the front after the autumn of 1941,
Krupp lobbied so strongly for an allocation of labourers from Reich
prison camps that the regime criticized the firm for what it saw as
excessive demands. James says that it had no alternative but to use
forced labour and merely censures Alfried Krupp for not reacting
when his brother-in-law protested against the fate of Russian work-
ers with written contracts who were held in Essen behind barbed
wire and with inadequate food. He acknowledges that the firm’s
‘treatment of slave workers was vile’ (p. 225). Yet a more thorough
examination of the firm’s scope for action would have been prefer-
able. 

The same is true of James’s analysis of Krupp’s paternalistic atti-
tude towards its workers. In order to create a skilled and loyal work-
force, the Krupp factory created an autonomous world in which the
firm provided housing, health care, education, and entertainment for
its employees and their families. The downside was that this compa-
ny-owned welfare state was distinctly authoritarian. Any workers
who belonged to a trade union or spread socialist propaganda were
monitored by the firm’s private police force, which was larger than
the municipal one, and eventually removed. James says too little
about this aspect. He emphasizes the firm’s paternalism as the ‘vision
of a society that is not just held together by the clashes and competi-
tions of individual agents, but bound by cooperation for a higher
purpose’ (p. 294), and neglects its almost totalitarian organization.

Despite these shortcomings, Harold James has succeeded in writ-
ing a concise account of one of the pivotal protagonists of German
economic history. His book is accessible to a wide public while meet-
ing academic standards and will surely become a point of reference
for anyone interested in the history of Krupp. 

107

Krupp



CHRISTOF DEJUNG is Privatdozent für Neuere und Neueste Ge -
schichte at the Univer sity of Constance and in 2013/14 holds a Fellow -
ship at the University of Cam bridge. He is the editor (with Niels P.
Petersson) of The Foun dations of Worldwide Economic Inte gration: Power,
Institutions, and Glo bal Markets, 1850–1930 (2013), and the author of
Die Fäden des globalen Marktes: Eine Sozial- und Kulturgeschichte des
Welthandels am Bei spiel der Handelsfirma Gebrüder Volkart 1851–1999
(2012).

108

Book Reviews


