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So much has already been written about the rise and the academic
and political significance of the Historical School of German political
economy during the second half of the nineteenth century, generally
associated with the names of Gustav Schmoller and Lujo Brentano,
that at first glance one wonders whether another study can really
produce anything new. The second glance, however, shows that
Grimmer-Solem has written a thorough account based on unpub-
lished sources, some of which have not been used before. His aim is
nothing less than to produce a positive re-assessment of the academ-
ic, social, and political activities of this school of political economy,
which was centred on the personality and work of Gustav Schmoller
(1838–1917). The study’s approach is dictated by the question from
which it starts, namely, ‘how it was that Schmoller and his colleagues
responded to the social tensions in Prussia–Germany and what the
implications of this response were’ (p. 14).

The author’s intention, as he notes straight away, is to provide a
necessary and thorough-going corrective to current misconceptions
about the Historical School, which can largely be traced back to the
rival neo-liberal school of economics represented by Friedrich
August von Hayek. To anticipate, Grimmer-Solem’s thesis, which he
supports at great length in the course of his study, is

that, viewed in its context, historical economics represented a
subtle, timely, and effective empirical alternative to classical
economics. Schmoller and his colleagues were guided by a crit-
ical epistemology that was coherent, sophisticated, and
informed of the latest developments in other scientific disci-
plines and philosophy. . . . The historical economist’s empirical
and problem-oriented approach bore fruit not only as social
policy addressing specific social questions but also generated a
large body of social knowledge and an enduring set of ques-
tions that incisively grappled with the fundamental structures,
processes, and dilemmas of an evolving, complex division of
labour and its supporting institutions (pp. 15–16).
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The structure of the study, divided into three main sections, is
clear and makes sense in terms of the subject. Part I investigates the
‘Structures’ of the Historical School. By tackling, investigating, and
refuting numerous misconceptions, the author is able to develop his
own, largely convincing, definition. The core of this school was
formed by a small group of closely related German economists who
worked both historically and empirically at the same time: Gustav
Schmoller, Georg Friedrich Knapp, Lujo Brentano, and Adolf Held.
They resembled each other not only in the academic approach they
adopted, but also in their common goal of influencing the public, and
thus also politics, in a moderate, social reformist direction. In the
author’s own words:

Using history as a critical and analytical tool and combining it
with statistics, they sought practical solutions to economic and
social problems and to advance projects of social reform by
disseminating social and economic information for their col-
leagues, the general public, bureaucratic officials, and govern-
ments (p. 34).

Grimmer-Solem already makes a striking discovery in this first
part. He is able to document for the first time, based on remarkably
good evidence, the outstanding significance of the Berlin statistician,
Ernst Engel (1821–96) as teacher, inspirer, and sponsor of the leading
members of the Historical School of political economy. Those who
have read Brentano’s memoirs, of course, are aware of this,1 but
Engel’s role as a statistician with an explicitly social reformist politi-
cal agenda, who attracted Bismarck’s attention and displeasure as
early as the 1860s, was practically unknown. It is almost impossible
to overestimate the influence exerted by Engels as director of the
royal Prussian statistical bureau in Berlin and as editor of the journal
Zeitschrift des Königlich Preußischen Statistischen Bureaus, which was
politically and academically important, on the development of the
main ideas, and the academic and political activities of Schmoller,
Brentano, Knapp, and other colleagues. (Incidentally, a study devot-
ed to Engel himself, who is hardly known outside the narrowest pro-
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1 See Lujo Brentano, Mein Leben im Kampf um die soziale Entwicklung Deutsch-
lands (Jena, 1931), pp. 40 ff.



fessional circles, by Grimmer-Solem on the basis of the material he
has collected, would be very welcome.)

The rest of the first part is devoted to what would today be called
academic and political ‘networking’ by the Historical School. It traces
their promotions within the academic hierarchy of their discipline,
the struggles they had to win, and the resistance which they had to
overcome (not only academic, but also political and economic). It
looks at their publishers (especially Carl Geibel of Duncker & Hum-
blot) and the journals in which they published, and finally, at their
organizational basis in the Verein für Sozialpolitik, which was founded
in 1872 and later became famous and influential. It also examines
their contacts with political decision-makers and institutions which
soon emerged. The sections on their various academic careers, career
patterns, and career strategies, however, suffer from the fact that the
author did not consult the relevant files of the Prussian Culture
Ministry, which contain a great deal of information on precisely this
topic. The author’s reference to Schmoller’s well-known close con-
tacts with Friedrich Althoff, who was highly influential and almost
omnipotent in the matter of senior academic appointments (but not
until the 1890s) are inadequate in this context.

In Part II, ‘Context, Ideas, and Methods’, Grimmer-Solem shows
how strongly the issues which Schmoller and his colleagues
addressed from the 1860s and early 1870s on were orientated
towards their own time. In other words, he demonstrates how much
they saw their academic work as also contributing to the solution of
the central economic and social questions and problems of the pres-
ent. Their interest in the social misery which increased rapidly from
the Gründerjahre of the early 1870s, in the consequences of rapid pop-
ulation growth, in the housing problem, which was extremely seri-
ous in Germany, and Prussia in particular, and in the apparently
slow ‘disappearance’ of the middle classes, all demanded a convinc-
ing new foundation for the subject of economics. The material, that is,
the empirical basis, had to deliver statistics which, next to history,
became the most important aid to this new scientific economics. In
addition, they not only took note of the general social movements of
the period, such as the labour movement which was slowly forming
in Germany at this time and the social organizations which already
existed abroad (for example, the English labour guilds which
Brentano investigated and described in detail) but also, where possi-
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ble, researched and analysed them. Rather too briefly, by contrast, the
author evokes the intellectual context within which the emergence of
the Historical School must be understood. Grimmer-Solem refers not
only to the well-known works of Lorenz von Stein and Friedrich
Engels, published before 1848, but also to authors and journalists such
as Victor Aimé Huber, Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl, Carl Rodbertus, and
Hermann Wagener, as well as to somewhat later luminaries such as
Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch, Rudolf Gneist, and Otto Gierke.

Large sections of the second part are devoted to the theoretical
foundations of this new economic thinking. Referring to Fichte’s
influence on Schmoller, for example, Grimmer-Solem attempts to
refute the accusation that the Historical School lacked a theoretical
basis. He even speaks of ‘reintegrating moral philosophy into eco-
nomics’ (p. 136) and compares, not totally incontestably, the signifi-
cance of Fichte’s ethic for Schmoller with Adam Smith’s Theory of
Moral Sentiments of 1759 for the understanding of his Wealth of
Nations of 1776. More convincing, however, is the author’s refutation
of the predominant cliché of the ‘Borussianism’ of Schmoller and his
colleagues. As Grimmer-Solem points out, none of them were
Prussian by birth. All came from western and southern Germany: ‘By
all accounts, Schmoller and his colleagues were more Gallic and
Mediterranean than Teutonic in their manners and appearance’ (p.
162)—probably a slight exaggeration. Grimmer-Solem suggests that
their partiality for Prussia, and here the author is certainly right, can
be explained by the fact that they saw the state of Prussia as a pioneer
of social and political modernity in Germany. In other words, it was
the sort of state that, ever since the time of Frederick Wilhelm I
(1713–40), had always managed to reform from the inside out at times
of crisis, and thus to renew itself politically and socially in a peaceful,
that is, non-revolutionary way. The School’s social and economic his-
tory studies, especially as initiated by Schmoller in his Acta Borussica,
were intended to investigate this central historical process more close-
ly. And on the basis of the findings thus gained, an important politi-
cal message was to be conveyed to contemporary Germans: ‘econom-
ic changes demanded timely social and political reforms best initiated
by enlightened rulers and implemented by an educated, impartial
bureaucracy to prevent class rule and its resultant ills’ (p. 168).

In the third and largest part of the book, entitled ‘Policy’, the
author finally reconstructs the protracted and, at first, thorny, rise of
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Schmoller and his colleagues through the ranks of the subject of polit-
ical economy to its peak. The author expertly describes the details of
the many quarrels which the circle of scholars around the Verein für
Sozialpolitik had to survive on several fronts simultaneously. They
had to defend themselves against the accusation, made by a number
of influential contemporaries, such as their liberal rival Heinrich B.
Oppenheim and the historian Heinrich von Treitschke, that they
were Kathedersozialisten (‘socialists of the chair’), that is, merely aca-
demic patrons of socialism. They also had to defend themselves
against early socialist theorists such as Ferdinand Lassalle, for exam-
ple, whose ideas they rejected as too simple and empirically un-
founded, and, finally, against the representatives of a socially orien-
tated conservatism, such as Hermann Wagener, for example, with
whom the scholars around Schmoller were not happy to be lumped
together. The author knowledgeably and precisely describes the rela-
tionship—intense and tense in equal measure—between Schmoller
and Brentano, in particular, and contemporary German liberalism,
which represented their intellectual roots. Similarly, he presents the
differences between them and other colleagues who, to the present
day, are still generally reckoned to belong to the Historical School,
such as Adolph Wagner.

Especially interesting and exciting is another section, devoted to
the period from 1880, in which Grimmer-Solem traces the political
influence of the Kathedersozialisten, as they were known in Germany.2
He shows how closely these economists followed and studied every
significant aspect of social and political developments in Germany,
and how well-informed they were, both empirically and statistically.
In addition to other periodicals, the Jahrbuch für Gesetzgebung, Verwal-
tung und Volkswirtschaft im Deutschen Reich, which appeared in two
large volumes every year and was later known as Schmollers Jahrbuch,
was important for this, even beyond 1894. Although he was involved
in politically important advisory institutions, such as the Prussian

87

Historical Economics and Social Reform in Germany

2 Unfortunately the author has missed an important new study on this topic
by Wilfried Rudloff, ‘Politikberater und opinion-leader? Der Einfluß von
Staatswissenschaftlern und Versicherungsexperten auf die Entstehung der
Invaliditäts- und Altersversicherung’, in Stefan Fisch and Ulrike Haerendel
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im Sozialstaat (Berlin, 2000), pp. 93–119.



Staatsrat (and from 1899 he was also a member of the Prussian upper
house), Schmoller was by no means an uncritical eulogist of contem-
porary economic and social policy. On the contrary, he severely crit-
icized many aspects of the politics of those years, such as defective
factory legislation, for example. Despite his deep admiration for
Bismarck and his work, Schmoller clearly demonstrated the limita-
tions of the ‘iron Chancellor’s’ thinking and practice on social policy
issues as late as 1898, as Grimmer-Solem correctly points out.3

Largely in agreement both with earlier opinion and more recent
German research, the author establishes that the influence of the
Historical School of political economy on the social policy of the late
Bismarck years, that is, the 1880s, while not insignificant, must be
characterized as indirect and mediated.4 On the whole, the author
sums up, there is little doubt

that the historical economists had an important, albeit indirect,
influence on the development of worker insurance in the 1880s
and worker protection laws in the early 1890s. By fighting
against public and official ignorance and indifference, by mak-
ing innovative suggestions on the reform of worker insurance
and influencing key officials involved in drafting and amend-
ing the legislation, by continually demanding through Verein
investigations, conferences, petitions, and journal articles a
reform of sickness funds, a combination of self-help and state
help, an expansion of industrial liability for accidents, factory
inspection, and workplace regulations, they reached an audi-
ence which extended to the very top of government (pp.
222–3).
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in id., Werke, vol. ix: Brandenburg—Preußen—Deutschland, ed. Eberhard
Kessel (Stuttgart 1979), p. 489 already noted about the group of scholars
around Schmoller: ‘They worked primarily as advisers to the government
and as trainers for the civil service, and their influence on the political par-
ties and wider educated circles established itself only gradually, but then to
a considerable extent.’



And this alone was no mean achievement, especially when we
remember that a very small group of scholars was behind all these
activities.

Somewhat shorter, by contrast, are the sections which deal with
Schmoller’s and Knapp’s criticisms of contemporary developments
in agriculture, in particular, the agrarian question, which was becom-
ing economically acute, and the Prussian government’s policy for
Poland during the late years of the Kaiserreich. And Grimmer-Solem
reconstructs the famous Methodenstreit, the dispute over economic
method which Schmoller conducted with his Viennese colleague and
rival, Carl Menger, from the 1880s, rather too much from the per-
spective of his privileged protagonist, Schmoller. However, he also
corrects a number of distortions by later members of the Austrian
School of political economy—a school which celebrated Menger as its
precursor—such as Friedrich August von Hayek. So far, the ‘conser-
vative’ Schmoller has generally been presented, in derogatory fash-
ion, as diametrically opposed to the ‘liberal’ Menger, but Grimmer-
Solem simply reverses this attribution. This is not totally convincing,
although he does correct the image of Menger as an allegedly gen-
uinely laissez-faire liberal on several points. And there has never been
any serious doubt about the liberal political credentials of Schmoller,
a native of Württemberg,5 although politically influential pamphlet-
eers later felt they could place him in the company of Karl Marx.6

What was the main reason for the Historical School’s temporary
but very clear predominance over its rivals within the discipline?
And does it still have any significance today? Grimmer-Solem pro-
vides lucid answers to these questions. He sees the School’s main sig-
nificance as lying in its uncompromisingly practical orientation
towards the present, in its strict concern, expressed in both theory
and practice, not to seek refuge in the sphere of ‘pure academia’, but
to make an important contribution towards overcoming the main
economic and social problems of the present day. Its genuinely his-
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views were permanently coloured by south German liberalism and an
understanding of democratic aspirations.’ Meinecke, ‘Drei Generationen
deutscher Gelehrtenpolitik’, p. 487.
6 E.g., Friedrich August (von) Hayek, Der Weg zur Knechtschaft (Erlenbach,
1945; first published 1944), p. 41.



torical orientation was never an end in itself, but always subordinate
to the main aim. The adherents of the School tried to influence polit-
ical decision-makers in various ways by making empirical data avail-
able, and, building on this, by providing precise analyses of the exist-
ing economic and social situation. Their aim was not to intervene
actively in politics, but to act as political advisers by making available
reliable expert knowledge. The tradition in which they placed them-
selves was that of the Prussian reforming state, and the future social
model to which they aspired corresponded pretty closely to the ‘lev-
elled-out middle-class society’7 that was realized only much later, in
post-1949 West Germany. Grimmer-Solem’s study ends by present-
ing the elements of Schmoller’s, Knapp’s, Brentano’s, Held’s, and
their colleagues’ far-reaching efforts to initiate social reform by gen-
erating and transmitting empirically and theoretically sound expert
knowledge on social issues.

Without wishing to detract from the author’s achievement in any
way, there are, of course, a number of shortcomings to be registered,
in addition to the fact that some research has been overlooked.8 The
author does not locate the history of the Historical School within the
contemporary political or intra-disciplinary context in any compre-
hensive way; at best, he does this sporadically. Thus, for example,
Grimmer-Solem does not mention the name of Eugen Dühring, who
was ousted by the University of Berlin despite outstanding academ-
ic achievements, although his writings were an important feature in
the contemporary landscape of discussion within the economic sci-
ences. Nor is the question of the real influence exerted on the group
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7 Unfortunately Grimmer-Solem does not point out that the concept of a ‘ni-
vellierte Mittelstandsgesellschaft’, which was coined by Helmut Schelsky in
1953 and is almost proverbial in Germany today, was drawn from the jargon
of modern sociology. Helmut Schelsky, Wandlungen der deutschen Familie in
der Gegenwart (Dortmund, 1953), p. 218.
8 To mention just two examples: first, Grimmer-Solem’s argument that
Schmoller’s efforts were completely neglected (see p. 6) is refuted by Günter
Schmölders’s important account of Schmoller’s academic approach in
Geschichte der Volkswirtschaftslehre (Reinbek bei Hamburg, 1962), pp. 64–72;
secondly, to take a more recent example, see Hans-Christof Kraus, ‘Lujo
Brentano (1844–1931)—Nationalökonom und bürgerlicher Sozialreformer’,
in Bernd Heidenreich (ed.), Geist und Macht: Die Brentanos (Wiesbaden, 2000),
pp. 131–58; see also above, note 2.



of scholars around Schmoller by social conservative writers and
politicians such as Carl Rodbertus, Hermann Wagener, or Rudolph
Meyer (who is not mentioned at all) discussed to any extent, perhaps
because a closer look might have undermined the author’s thesis that
Schmoller’s circle was genuinely social liberal? In precisely this con-
text, Grimmer-Solem strongly emphasizes the theoretical distance,
which doubtless existed, between Gustav Schmoller and the more
conservative Adolph Wagner, while their co-operation (the two
taught contemporaneously at the University of Berlin for decades) in
the field of science policy and, from time to time, social policy, is
largely underexposed. And finally, the author casts only a brief and
very general glance at developments after 1894. The fact that
Brentano and Schmoller did not reach the height of their academic
fame and political influence until around 1900 or later is ignored, not
to mention the continuation of their academic approach in the work
of their most important students, to name only Heinrich Herkner,
Moritz Julius Bonn, and Werner Sombart.

None the less, Grimmer-Solem’s study represents a significant
and important achievement, especially when we remember that the
Anglo–American cultural and language area has tended to hold a
negative image of the Historical School of German political economy.
This new publication has permanently corrected  this image; to some
extent, we can even speak of historical rehabilitation. In 1962 Günter
Schmölders justifiably pointed out: ‘The lasting achievement of the
Schmoller School was its closeness to time and reality, which is inimical
to over-hasty generalizations; in this respect, economic theory today
can still learn a great deal from Schmoller.’9 This insight is not only
supported by Erik Grimmer-Solem in his new work, but clearly
expanded on a sound and convincing basis when he says: ‘Schmoller
and his colleagues thereby contributed fundamentally to what has
proven to be an enduring understanding of the relationship between
economy and society in the West’ (p. 16). There is nothing further to
add to this.
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