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OLIVER GRANT, Migration and Inequality in Germany 1870–1913,
Oxford Historical Monographs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), viii
+ 406 pp. ISBN 0 19 927656 0. £65.00

Oliver Grant spells out his main concern in the heading of the tenth
and final chapter of his social and economic history of Imperial
Germany: ‘Challenging the Kehrite View of Imperial Germany’. The
Kehrite school can quickly be summed up: it is based on the uncon-
ditional primacy of domestic policy. In the Kehrite view, the internal
weaknesses of the German Empire ultimately prevented Germany
from developing into a normal, modern, and democratic industrial
state. Whether the ‘incomplete modernization’ diagnosed by Hans-
Ulrich Wehler, or the view that the July crisis of 1914 precipitated by
Germany expressed a deeper malaise in the country—Grant’s aim is
to challenge these interpretations by arguing that most of the internal
conflicts in Imperial Germany were necessary preconditions for
industrialization, and that the political leadership would have had
little room for manoeuvre to remedy the situation. Domestic and for-
eign policy are to be looked at entirely separately from each other.

For Grant, it is especially important to acknowledge the funda-
mental independence of foreign policy. From this he deduces that
‘revolution from above’ was normal and not a fault. Economic devel-
opment and political progress, he argues, did not proceed hand in
hand, as they were pursuing different goals. The much cited ‘incom-
plete modernization’ was not an exception but the norm in an indus-
trializing society.

In order to prove his hypothesis, Grant takes an interesting model
of economic development that has so far been used primarily in the
analysis of developing countries and, for the first time, applies it to a
historical process. The ‘model of development with unlimited sup-
plies of labour’, that is, the Lewis model, distinguishes between two
phases of economic development, the classical and the neoclassical.
In the classical phase the capitalist can rely on the certain availability
of surplus labour, and the yields of industrial progress accrue exclu-
sively to the owners of capital. Wages are hardly ever increased
although profits rise strongly. In the second phase this changes: the
surplus labour supply has been exhausted and wages begin to rise.
Whereas social inequality increases enormously during the first
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phase, the turning point at which the first phase gives way to the sec-
ond provides a chance to achieve a new social and political stability.

Grant criticizes the Lewis model on a number of points. It does
not explain, he says, how the unlimited supplies of labour come
about, nor how this phase comes to an end. In this gap is where he
locates his own study. Drawing on the work of Max Weber and
Simon Kuznets, Grant develops a general theory of relations between
economic development, mobility, and inequality which he exempli-
fies by reference to Imperial Germany. Industrialization and the
spread of modern values and relations, he argues, brought about
social change in agriculture which initially led to increasing rural
inequality and later resulted in a transfer of the rural labour force to
the towns. In contrast to Arthur Lewis, Grant, like Theodore Schultz,
emphasizes the efficiency of traditional agriculture, the introduction
of new techniques and knowledge to production, and large-scale
investment in education in industrialized agriculture. Grant thus
identifies different reasons for the mobility between town and coun-
try. However, he does agree that the resultant excess urban labour
force encouraged income inequality. During the same period, the sig-
nificance of the urban areas had increased, which reinforced the gen-
eral social inequality.

Grant supports his arguments with a comprehensive statistical
section. Even facts that are generally well known, such as the incred-
ible pace of Germany’s economic development between 1880 and
1914, are given new life in these figures. Grant’s comparative
approach is particularly illuminating here. It shows that England in
1801 was more urbanized than Germany at unification; and countless
tables detail how within just seventeen years Germany’s urban pop-
ulation increased from 23 per cent to more than 34 per cent, while
England and Wales took fifty-two years for the same process. Grant
demonstrates convincingly that agricultural reforms created an
excess labour force that streamed to the urban markets. After a peri-
od of transition in the 1890s, however, patterns of migration changed,
and it was no longer dictated by the excess rural labour force.

Grant’s highly empirical study is undoubtedly convincing and
makes an immensely profitable read. In many respects it provides
new insights into Imperial Germany, a topic which has already been
intensely researched. Grant’s economic history ap proach in particu-
lar is refreshing and, in itself, valuable enough. The way in which he
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draws conclusions about potential political developments from his
carefully prepared data, however, is less convincing. From the end of
the excessive labour force phase, for example, he draws the rather
speculative conclusion that it created conditions ‘which were
favourable to the creation of a modern mature industrial society, and
to a process of social and economic reconciliation which could have
led to the emergence of democratic institutions and a reduction of
social conflict’ (p. 113). That the Sonderweg thesis is untenable, and
that many of the social problems of Imperial Germany’s deeply
divided society go back to the country’s rapid economic develop-
ment, nonetheless, is untouched by this caveat. 
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