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HOLGER NEHRING and FLORIAN SCHUI (eds.), Global Debates about
Taxation (Houndsmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), x + 226 pp. ISBN
978 1 4039 8747 1. £55.00

At first glance, Global Debates about Taxation seems to be directed
mainly at a small circle of taxation experts. It is therefore appropriate
to point out from the start that it is also, perhaps even primarily,
intended for readers who have specialized in the history of taxation (a
field that has been neglected so far, but is booming at present).
Beyond this, it is also addressed to others with historical interests
because it makes clear to what extent taxation systems are a deliber-
ately employed means of economic and social policy on the one
hand, and the outcome of highly specific conditions and traditions in
individual countries on the other. And, as the essays in this volume
show, there has been an intense ex change of tax experts and ideas on
taxation be tween various countries since the eighteenth century.

The book covers a large temporal and spatial range. The essays
begin in the eighteenth century and go up to the present, and cover
four continents: Europe, where the main focus lies, as well as north
America, Asia, and Africa. The essays are divided into three sections,
each summed up in the heading. The essays in the first section
(Challenges of War and Occupation) deal with attempts made by
European governments in the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies to recoup the sharply rising costs of war and its aftermath by
changing taxation systems or improving methods of collection. The
level of economic development meant that the taxation of landed
property was the most significant factor at this time, but the essential
basis for its efficient collection was still missing: a survey of the land
and land registers (cadastres) to record the results. Several European
states envisaged this large-scale project during the eighteenth centu-
ry, but the first land registries were not established until the first half
of the nineteenth. Taking the example of Piedmont, Christine Lebeau
shows what technical and political difficulties had to be overcome in
setting up land registries, and how experts were recruited for this
purpose from France and Austria.

Florian Schui then presents probably the best example of the
import of tax ideas and experts. He writes about the emergent
Prussian state whose financial situation was badly strained by the
high costs of pursuing a cameralist economic policy and supporting
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a disproportionately large army. In 1763, after the end of the Seven
Years War, Friedrich II saw himself forced to introduce a finance re -
form, against the will of his own administration, because the income
from state property and urban excise duty was no longer sufficient.
In order to combat domestic resistance, Friedrich did what the kings
of the young Prussian state had frequently done before: he bought in
expertise from abroad. In this case it took the form of 350 French tax
experts who arrived in Berlin in 1766. They drew up and implement-
ed a new taxation system which, interestingly enough, was not a
copy of the existing (inefficient) French system of tax farming, but a
state monopoly (Regie) adapted to Prussia’s specific needs and con-
ditions. This resulted in a considerable increase in tax yield and a
more equitable distribution of the tax burden, at least in some re -
spects. Nonetheless, the Regie was highly unpopular. Friedrich II’s
successor immediately sent the disliked French experts home and
then modified the system, but did not abolish it. From a present-day
point of view the Regie provided an important foundation for state-
building and Prussia’s rise to become a European Great Power. Schui
describes this chapter of Prussian (financial) history in an exciting
and, despite the necessary jargon, comprehensible manner. The way
in which he embeds the special topic of taxation into general eco-
nomic and social history (for example, the abolition of aristocratic
privileges, the dawn of the bourgeois age, and the new taxation pol-
icy as a tool of cameralist economic policy) also conveys a larger con-
text.

In the final essay in this section Alexander Grab takes us into the
nineteenth century, to the Napoleonic kingdom of Italy. During the
rule of Napoleon or his representatives in northern Italy, which last-
ed from 1796 to 1814 under various different names, an administra-
tion and taxation system on the French model were built up, al -
though a number of elements dating from the earlier Austrian system
in Lombardy were also incorporated or revived. As finance minister,
Giuseppe Prina, an extremely loyal supporter of Napoleon, took
responsibility for developing this new administration. He tried to ful-
fil the relentless financial demands which came from Paris by per-
manently adapting and developing the taxation system. The increas-
ingly oppressive tax burden, imposed especially on the middle and
lower classes, made him into one of the most unpopular figures in
the government which operated by Napoleon’s grace. He was lynch -
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ed by a furious mob soon after the end of French rule in 1814. Grab’s
essay also offers an exciting, even dramatic, account of the excessive
demands placed on a financial system combined with a detailed
description of its structure.

The second section of the book (Federal Polities) deals with taxa-
tion policy within the framework of federal states. Given that the
member states of the European Union retain formal sovereignty in
tax matters, which gives rise to discussions about future convergence
in this important area, this aspect is of particular interest.

The essay by Frances M. B. Lynch begins during the early phase
of European integration (European Coal and Steel Community and
the first years of the European Economic Community). Her account
sharpens the reader’s eye for the historical background of current
controversies. Thus she describes in detail the stony path which led
to the introduction of a value added tax (originally a French idea) in
all member states at the time, and explains the economic interests be -
hind their different positions. The introduction of VAT between 1968
(Federal Republic of Germany) and 1973 (Italy) represented conver-
gence, at least in the area of indirect taxation, although different rates
have been retained to the present day. The second focus of this essay
is on whether, given the continuing competition concerning direct
taxes within the EU, systems will be standardized or, as frequently
feared, it will come to a ‘race to the bottom’. Inter estingly, Lynch
comes to the conclusion that this is only to a limited extent the case,
and that national taxation systems remain surprisingly resistant to
change.

The two other contributions in this section look at developments
before the First World War. Andreas Thier describes changes in Ger -
many’s taxation system between the Reich’s foundation in 1871 and
1914, pursuing transfers of ideas both horizontally and vertically.
The German constitution of 1871 specified that state governments
would levy direct taxes, while the central, Reich government would
be financed by indirect taxes, among other things. Con se quently, we
can observe a convergence in the tax systems of the member states, in
particular, the increasing replacement of the hitherto dominant mix-
ture of a tax on property and personal taxes by income tax. In his
essay, which presupposes a certain amount of knowledge about the
structures of the German Reich and is closely documented in the
footnotes, Thier separates the part that economists, governments,
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and political parties played in this development from what must be
attributed to material constraints such as bud get requirements or tax
competition.

The introduction of federal income tax in the USA in 1913, at a
time when Germany was also debating a Reich income tax, is at the
centre of Holger Nehring’s essay. In both cases, the reason for con-
sidering this additional tax burden on the citizens was the increased
need for money to finance world-political ambitions and the begin-
nings of social policy (or rather, in the USA of the Progressive Era,
discussions about social policy). Preliminary work by American econ-
omists and theoreticians of public finances were, in their own assess-
ment, not advanced enough to allow them to depend exclusively on
their own expertise. They therefore showed great interest in German
tax legislation and the specialist literature that many of them had
become familiar with while studying at German universities. The
arguments put forward in favour of introducing a federal income tax
(which had already failed once in the USA, in 1894) were greater re -
distributive justice and changed economic conditions. Opponents,
however, feared that the state would have to delve deeper into citi-
zens’ privacy in order to obtain the necessary information about their
property and income. Ultimately, this led to a fundamental discus-
sion about the relationship between state and individual. On this
matter, different views were put forward in the USA and in
Germany, in line with their different political systems and traditions.

The third section (Empires and International Organisations) con-
tains three essays on developments outside Europe. Martin Daunton
looks at the interesting question of to what extent Britain transferred
the elements and principles of its own tax system to its colonies. He
asks what intentions concerning the reshaping of indigenous soci-
eties (in which pre-capitalist conditions often still prevailed) were
behind this. British strategies differed in different parts of the Em -
pire, depending on whether they were settler colonies or colonies in
India or Africa. While white settlers could to some extent pursue
their own goals, in India the existence of a highly complicated system
had to be taken into account. In large parts of Africa, by contrast, new
ground was broken in this respect. There were no capitalist struc-
tures and regulated taxation systems, with the result that attempts
were made to catapult the indigenous people into ‘modernity’ by
brutal and often unfair means. While implementing colonial taxation



systems, the British forgot many of the moral and philosophical prin-
ciples that were sacred to them at home. They proved to be highly
pragmatic in their attempts to (re)shape colonial economies, also
with the assistance of taxation systems, into something useful to the
mother country.

Elliot Brownlee describes a different attempt massively to influ-
ence the taxation system of a subject country, namely, the USA’s
endeavours to reform the Japanese tax system during the occupation
period. To start with, the USA was mainly interested in keeping
Japan relatively stable, economically and politically. But from 1947,
against the background of the intensifying Cold War, the aim of
building a strong Japanese economy as a bulwark against Com mun -
ism in Asia was the main issue. Investment based on a higher sav-
ings–income ratio and an increase in exports were to lay the founda-
tions for a Japanese economic miracle. In the view of the USA, a pre-
requisite for this was a tax reform. Carl S. Shoup, an eminent Ameri -
can economist and taxation expert, was tasked with developing a
new tax system, while Japanese experts were excluded. What fol-
lowed was a tug-of-war between the Japanese government, which
did not want to support a policy of austerity, and the various agen-
cies of the occupation authorities. The Japanese spun things out and
delayed implementing some of the required reforms until the begin-
ning of the Korean War. From that time on, the USA was even less
able to force the Japanese government to introduce unpopular meas-
ures. The impact of the Shoup mission is, it seems, overrated in the
USA to the present day, because soon after the end of the occupation,
the Japanese government began to rescind most of the reforms. A
brief outline of economic and social conditions in post-war Japan at
the beginning of this essay, which is extremely instructive also in
regard to present-day US ‘missions’, would have aided comprehen-
sion of the motives behind the Japanese government’s stubborn
resistance to American pressure.

The last two essays in the volume, finally, take us right up to the
most recent past, shaped by the global implementation of neo-liberal
ideas. In her essay, Miranda Stewart investigates the impact of glob-
alization on the taxation systems of developing countries. In creas -
ingly, these have to be adapted in such a way as to gain the favour of
inter national financial institutions (above all, the International Mon -
et ary Fund and the World Bank). The suggestions for reform made
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by the predominantly American- and European-educated ex perts in
these organizations and institutions aim mainly to reduce taxes on
income, capital, and exports, and to compensate for this by raising
consumption taxes. Taking the example of Ghana, the author demon-
strates vividly the negative impact on the poor population of such re -
forms, which also accelerate the switching of largely self-sufficient
economies to production for the world market in a dominant export
sector.

In the last contribution in the volume Joseph J. Thorndike returns
to Europe and examines the origins and development of the flat tax
which has been introduced in a number of eastern and central Euro -
pean states since 1994 with, it seems, considerable success. Histor -
ically, the idea of a flat tax is nothing new, but it was revived in the
mid-1950s by Milton Friedman and in the 1980s by the American
economists Robert E. Hall and Alvin Rabushka. Whereas the concept
has not so far established itself in the USA, it was enthusiastically
adopted by economic policy-makers in a number of transformation
countries in the 1990s. The reasons for this, according to Thorndike,
are as follows. A flat tax makes transformation economies attractive
to foreign capital, which is desperately needed. It is not a complex tax
system, and was thus easier for a tax bureaucracy which was not, ini-
tially, highly trained, to administer. And finally, it fits well with the
ideological views of the new leadership elites in the formerly Com -
munist countries, who favour low taxes, especially on capital yields,
a relatively small bureaucracy, and a limited need for redistribution.

Each essay is approximately the same length and can stand entire-
ly on its own. The geographical and chronological diversity of the
contents makes for varied reading. However, it presupposes a certain
degree of knowledge about very different historical constellations.

EVELYN KOLM is a Lecturer in Economic History at the Vienna
University of Economics and Business Administration. In addition to
numerous articles, she has published Die Ambitionen Österreich-
Ungarns im Zeitalter des Hochimperialismus (2001). She is currently
working on tax history as well as social mobility in a historical per-
spective.
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