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CORNELIUS TORP, Die Herausforderung der Globalisierung: Wirtschaft
und Politik in Deutschland 1860–1914, Kritische Studien zur Geschichts-
wissenschaft, 168 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 2005), 430
pp. ISBN 3 525 35150 X. EUR 48.90

Originally a dissertation directed by Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Cornelius
Torp’s book is a detailed study of German trade policy in the half
century before the First World War, based in particular on the
records of the trade policy division of the German foreign office.
Methodologically, Torp wants to escape from the ‘dead end of a
diplomatic history of foreign economic relations’. He aims ‘to tie eco-
nomic- and political-historical analysis closely together’ (p. 23). Torp
believes previous work on German trade policy has suffered from a
number of weaknesses. It has been hampered by the ‘dogma’ of free
trade (pp. 23–4). It has concentrated on tariff policy, neglecting non-
tariff measures intended to limit and guide trade. It has concentrated
on the internal political aspects of the tariff debate, neglecting the
international context. And, finally, it has concentrated on the politi-
cal decision-making process, neglecting the economic structures and
processes that made up the objects of policy. As a result the two most
common interpretations—on the one side the thesis of an agricultur-
al–industrial bloc politics dating from Bismarck’s turn to protection-
ism in 1878–9, and on the other, the thesis of negotiation and com-
promise culminating in Bülow’s ‘middle way’ in 1902—both see
German tariff policy exclusively as the product of the unique ‘inter-
nal German political constellation’ (p. 21). 

Torp believes that the motivation for German policy arose from
the process that he labels ‘globalization’, the rising international
flows of goods, capital, and people. The study ‘proceeds from the
assumption that the economic globalization of the second half of the
nineteenth century . . . presented a challenge with which all devel-
oped economies saw themselves confronted in a similar manner’.
Further, their reactions were often similar, notably in the adoption of
protective tariffs (p. 21). In addition, Torp believes that the impact of
Germany’s trade policy needs to be judged ‘from case to case’ in the
light of economic theory, and especially the new trade theory cham-
pioned by Paul Krugman and others. 

That said, Torp’s approach is neither economic nor comparative.
He reworks the available German trade statistics, but does not test
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the possible predictions of competing theories of international trade
against the statistical record. Nor does he consider non-tariff barriers
to trade systematically, although as he notes, Russia’s reaction to
German quarantine regulations in 1896 shows how sensitive the
issue could become (pp. 300–1). Rather, he first considers Germany’s
position in the network of international trade, then deals with each of
the major events in German tariff policy, and finally concludes with
case studies of German trade policy towards Russia and the United
States in the decade before 1914. 

The Zollverein (German Customs Union) and its member states
did not collect complete trade figures. Following unification, system-
atic reporting only began with a law passed in 1880, and in fact
remained incomplete until the 1920s (p. 53). The figures used today
begin in the late 1880s and rest on estimates of varying levels of reli-
ability. They do show that as Germany’s industrial sector developed,
German exports rose faster than German national product, and also
faster than total world exports. They also show that German imports
increased even faster than exports. Food imports rose in step with
national product, but imports of industrial raw materials rose much
more rapidly. Further, the average prices of exports declined relative
to the average prices of imports. Germany’s terms of trade therefore
declined, and Germany had a negative balance of trade that wors-
ened over time. However, Torp raises Walther G. Hoffmann’s esti-
mate of the return on Germany’s foreign investments, and concludes
that Germany earned more than enough from its investments and
service income to cover the trade deficit. Germany’s overall balance
of payments was therefore continuously positive and rising over
time (pp. 71–2, 85, table 5, and Appendix). 

Torp concludes that there were persistent structural imbalances in
the international economic system before 1914. To counter the out-
flow of service and interest payments, debtor countries attempted to
increase their positive trade balances further through ‘restrictive’
trade policies. This, in turn, posed the risk of a ‘structural adjustment
crisis’ in creditor countries such as Germany and therefore pushed
them to adopt trade policies intended to maintain the status quo (p.
73). Two countries that particularly concerned Germany were Russia
and the United States, suppliers of food and industrial raw materials.
While the share of the United States in German exports declined from
12.5 to 7.1 per cent from 1889 to 1913, the proportion of German
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imports from the United States doubled, from 7.9 to 15.9 per cent.
Russia’s share of German exports rose from 5.5 to 8.7 per cent, but
Russia’s share of the rising German import total remained constant at
around 13 per cent. In both cases the result was a persistent and rap-
idly increasing German trade deficit (pp. 84, 294–9, and tables 7 and 9). 

Both Russia and the United States adopted high tariffs on indus-
trial imports in 1890. Following a nasty trade war, Russia, dependent
on German markets for its grain and on German industry for its own
development, signed trade treaties in 1894 and again in 1904, though
Torp believes the scheduled renewal in 1917 would not have pro-
ceeded without ‘friction’ (pp. 232–4). In contrast, the United States,
whose imports from Germany consisted largely of manufactured
goods that competed with American products, and whose largest
exports to Germany were tariff-free raw materials and most impor-
tantly cotton and copper, two critical products unobtainable else-
where in the world, repeatedly extracted concessions from Germany
while giving little or nothing in return (pp. 352–3). 

Inside the German economy the interests of different branches
might be expected to diverge, depending on their relations with the
changing international environment. In agriculture, grain producers
who faced the loss of export markets and increasing competition
from imports might be expected to seek protection, while animal pro-
ducers might favour lower-cost imported feed. In industry, the
expanding export-oriented machinery, electrical, and chemical
branches would have little interest in tariffs, but would be damaged
by tariffs imposed by Germany’s trading partners. The mature textile
branch and the vertically integrated and cartelized heavy iron and
steel branches differed substantially in structure, but when facing
intense international competition, both might look for protection (pp.
95–120). 

Within this framework Torp devotes separate chapters to the free
trade era of the 1860s, Bismarck’s decision to introduce tariffs in the
1870s, the trade treaties concluded by Chancellor Leo von Caprivi in
the 1890s, and the tariff reform of Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow in
1902. In the 1860s the interests of an expanding industrial and com-
mercial class intersected with those of the governing elite in Prussia.
Free trade as an economic dogma worked to exclude protectionist
Austria from any proposed German state, but the impact of free trade
policies did not damage the interests of any significant group (ch. 3).
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In the 1870s expanding transport systems opened new agricultural
areas, and German grain farmers lost their traditional markets.
Textile and iron and steel producers, traditionally protectionist, suf-
fered in a prolonged depression. The changed situation suited both
the financial and the political interests of Bismarck, and the result
was the new tariffs imposed in 1879, although in Torp’s view the
international tendency toward protectionism suggests that ‘sooner or
later’ Germany would have adopted tariffs in any case (ch. 4, and p.
168). 

Caprivi’s trade treaties have always been something of a puzzle,
a seeming aberration in the story of increasing interest group intran-
sigence and political paralysis leading to 1914 and beyond. For Torp,
the shifting forces of globalization are again the key. Germany
became more dependent on the international economy than ever, as
imports had reached 17.1 per cent of German national product in
1889–93. But internationally protectionism was rising, and exports
were only 10.6 per cent of national product. The treaties lowered tar-
iffs on agricultural imports while gaining concessions for Germany’s
industrial exports. Lost income from reduced duties would be more
than offset by a more favourable trade balance, and as Caprivi point-
ed out, the treaties had the additional benefit of extending over long
periods, allowing ‘every industry’ to plan and adjust in a secure envi-
ronment. As Caprivi also argued, they also offset the damage being
done by the ‘brutal’ protectionist policies of the United States and
Russia (ch. 5, and pp. 179, 182). 

But Caprivi’s treaties also stimulated hysterical opposition in
agricultural circles, culminating in the debate over the trade treaty
with Russia, and contributing to his fall from office. Torp follows a
long line of scholars here, but the neat connection between ‘global-
ization’ and tariff policy begins to break down, for as Torp himself
says, trade and ‘especially’ tariff policies had acquired ‘an important
symbolic dimension . . . that continually increased in importance’.
Opposition to the Russian treaty was in Torp’s view ‘economically
irrational’ from the standpoint of Germany’s international position.
The contemporary fear that a flood of Russian imports would
depress domestic prices was demonstrably incorrect, because prices
had come to be set in international markets, a point made in the
Reichstag by Adolf Marschall von Bieberstein, speaking in his capac-
ity as state secretary in the foreign office. Nevertheless opposition
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continued, despite attempts to buy it off with concessions elsewhere
(pp. 206–9). 

The analytical problems become more difficult in the chapter on
the Bülow tariff reform. Torp rejects both overarching ideologies, as
expressed in the ‘agricultural or industrial state’ debate of the late
1890s, and formalized models of economic interest groups as
explanatory frameworks for German protectionism (pp. 212–17).
Instead he first says that ‘a detailed analysis of the political decision-
making process’ may show the balance of causes and effects (p. 214),
an approach he identified as a weakness in previous works. He then
again outlines the various economic interest groups, adding the
Social Democrats and consumers to the previous listing (pp. 217–51).
The repeated denial of economic determinism notwithstanding, in
the presentation their motives appear one-sidedly and rather sim-
plistically economic. The ‘split in the executive’ (pp. 251–70) and
Bülow’s problems with the Reichstag (pp. 270–91) reflected and grew
out of these divisions. 

If, as Torp concludes, policy formulation and political decision-
making under Bülow ‘degenerated’ into ‘a politics of muddling
through’ (p. 289, italics and English in original), then explanations of
the German story will have to return to the study of internal politics
that he has rejected. Germany’s position in the world economy was
important, but Germany’s response was determined by its peculiar
history. The compromises worked out first within the government,
and then in the Reichstag, were in turn implacably rejected by the
agrarians, but finally manoeuvred through. However, Bülow’s suc-
cess suggests that the sort of leader who could balance the centrifu-
gal forces in the popularly elected Reichstag as well as the equally
divisive forces within the monarchical government was more likely
to contribute to the paralysis than overcome it. There may have been
no deep-laid plot to support the Junker class with agricultural tariffs,
or to buy industry’s support with increased spending on the navy
(pp. 289–90), but muddling through from crisis to crisis looks, in ret-
rospect, almost as darkly ominous. 

FRANK B. TIPTON is Professor in the School of Economics and
Political Science at the University of Sydney. He has written exten-
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sively on German history in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Among his most recent publications is A History of Modern Germany
since 1815 (2003). He is also a co-editor-in-chief of the International
Journal of Science and Research.
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