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JOHN R. DAVIS, Britain and the German Zollverein, 1848-66 (London:
Macmillan, 1997), vii + 238 pp. ISBN 0 333 67828 1. £45.00

During the nineteenth century trade became an increasingly important
factor in Anglo-German relations. For a start, economic connections
strengthened between the pioneer of industrialization and the strag-
gler, Germany, which had become more and more successful since the
middle of the century. And secondly, since the onset of industrializa-
tion, trade policy had been accorded ever more weight in diplomatic
relations between the European powers. Many economic and political
histories have already been written about Anglo-German trade rela-
tions. At first glance, relations between Britain and the German Cus-
toms Union (Zollverein), which was created in 1834, appear to be well
researched. On closer investigation, however, it emerges that German
historians, who have done more work on this topic than British histo-
rians, have long been looking at the subject from a very narrow
perspective. Their main interest has been in Britain’s attitude during the
formative phase and early history of the German Customs Union. Older
works generally argued that Britain was hostile to the Customs Union
out of fear that it would strengthen Germany economically. The foun-
dation for this view was largely laid by Heinrich von Treitschke in the
nineteenth century. It is only in recent decades that economic historians
have questioned this older interpretation. However, it is undisputed
that the export of finished and semi-finished goods from Britain cru-
cially stimulated the German process of industrialization, and that
Germany’s economic development would have slowed down if the
Customs Union had pursued a more protectionist line, as many con-
temporaries demanded with reference to the work of Friedrich List.

Unlike the economic aspects, the political background and conse-
quences of Anglo-German trade relations have not been the subject of
much recent research. This applies especially to the period 1848 to 1866,
which is investigated by Davis in the book under review. His study has
two main aims. First, it asks about the internal conditions and inten-
tions of British policy towards the German Customs Union. And
secondly, it wants to show what impact this policy had on Germany’s
political development. Davis is mostly interested in the question of
how British policy was perceived in Germany.

In the first two chapters, Davis vividly describes the different
positions from which Germany and Britain started. During the 1840s
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there was a heated debate within the German Customs Union, led by
Prussia, between those who supported a more protectionist policy, and
those who favoured free trade. This conflict about the correct strategy
for trade policy climaxed during the revolution of 1848-9. The bad state
of large sections of German industry meant that the movement for
protective tariffs had a great deal of public support. There was much
to suggest that a politically unified Germany would pursue a more
protectionist policy than that of the German Customs Union. This
development would clearly not be in Britain’s interests. German con-
temporaries generally attributed Britain’s doubts about a more protec-
tionist German economic union to the fact that, as they saw it, London
wanted to keep down a potential rival. Davis, by contrast, demon-
strates convincingly that this German perception had little to do with
the actual intentions of the British side.

British policy towards Germany’s efforts to achieve economic union
was based primarily on the idea of unilateral free trade, which
established itself fully during the 1840s and always enjoyed a broad
domestic consensus. Whereas in Germany questions of trade policy
had increasingly been caught up in power politics, in Britain, the
reverse was the case. British trade policy was orientated by general free
trade principles drawn up by the Board of Trade, and in the mid-
nineteenth century, it had little influence on the making of specific
power political decisions relating to German policy. In Germany,
however, it was assumed that there was always a close connection
between British foreign policy – as in Britain’s attitude towards the
Schleswig-Holstein conflict and the question of the German navy, for
example – and considerations of trade policy and power politics. Davis
cites many examples which rectify this contemporary perception. Thus
the repeal of the Navigation Acts in 1849 had little to do with the fact
that Prussia was threatening to strengthen its own position in
international trade by introducing differential tariffs. Rather, it was
exclusively a response to an internal British debate which had been
going on for a long time and was determined by the principle of free
trade.

In Davis’s view, the British side paid relatively little attention to
economic developments in Germany, despite the reports drawn up by
British ambassadors, consuls, and Chambers of Commerce. As a result,
official British reactions to developments in the German Customs
Union were rather weak during the whole period under investigation.

Book Reviews



49

After assessing the sources which Davis consults, it must be asked
whether Britain ever had a specific policy towards the Customs Union
in the period from 1848 to 1866. Yet Davis’s study demonstrates that
regardless of original intentions, British attitudes towards the German
Customs Union after 1848-9 did have an impact on the further course of
German economic unification, and thus on political developments in
central Europe. Britain’s attitude, dictated by the idea of free trade,
supported those forces within the Customs Union that wanted, via a
more liberal tariff policy, to develop Prussia’s leading role.

With the adoption of free trade, and in response to the negative
experience of the protectionist tendencies of the German 1848-9
revolution, a more positive attitude towards the Customs Union
established itself in Britain around mid-century. The Customs Union
was now increasingly seen as a contributory factor in the dismantling
of barriers to continental trade. Prussia’s extension of the Customs
Union to include northern Germany was interpreted as a victory for
free trade, which Britain by no means regarded as serving only its own
interests. On the contrary, in the British view, it promoted the cause of
progress in the whole of Europe. In the first big crisis to hit the German
Customs Union, which seemed to put a question mark over its contin-
ued existence in the early 1850s, Britain therefore sympathized with
the Prussian position. Berlin’s policy of integrating the free trading
north of Germany seemed more advantageous to Britain’s main
objective of European free trade than the plans of Austria and the
central states for a central European Customs Union. This did not
mean, however, that Britain fully supported Prussia’s power political
ambitions that were connected with its policy for the Customs Union.
Economic motives alone were crucial. Davis demonstrates this using
the example of the German conflict on iron tariffs. Prussia, which had
a modern metal-working industry dependent on imports of pig iron,
backed a lowering of tariffs on iron in the 1850s. The southern German
states, however, vetoed this. Although it was in Britain’s interests to
lower the tariff on iron, Britain refrained from intervening in the
German conflict in favour of Prussia by offering reciprocal agreements
and thus breaking the resistance of the southern German states. Rather,
in 1853 the British side decided to continue lowering tariffs unilaterally
on the basis of principle and for internal reasons.

Even after the Crimean War, general free trade continued to be the
principle guiding British policy towards the German Customs Union.

Britain and the German Zollverein
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Davis cites several examples, however, to demonstrate that the British
side now gradually adopted a more active trade policy. Britain no
longer limited itself merely to preaching free trade, but tried to work
towards the implementation of economic liberalism in negotiations
between states and through trade treaties. In Davis’s view, the reasons
should be sought in changes in power politics, economic policy, and
domestic policy. In domestic policy, the advocates of a more pragmatic
free trade policy gained ground over the idealists as the result of
changes within liberalism and the fact that more attention was being
paid to economic interests. Added to this was the fact that the Crimean
War and the general expansion of trade made Britain look more
towards European markets and its rivals there. Although the German
Customs Union was not yet seen as posing a serious threat to British
economic power, there was a growing trend in Britain towards promot-
ing its own interests by taking a more active part in international trade
policy. This new policy was reflected in efforts, described in detail by
Davis, to dismantle European transit charges, and in the new policy on
trade agreements that led to the 1860 Anglo-French Trade Agreement,
and to treaties being concluded with the German Customs Union in
1865.

This new British trade policy, too, was primarily economically
motivated. Its aim was not to force particular developments in German
policy. Yet even more than in the early 1850s, it indirectly strengthened
Prussia’s attempts to develop its own power political position vis-à-vis
Austria and the central German states through free trade policy. Davis
sums up as follows: ‘Passively, too, British free trade was having a
political effect on the German states, though this had little to do with
British intentions. Free trade, by definition, worked against the petty
trade barriers which particularist states had held to. ... It also encour-
aged the internationalization of markets, and the process of large-scale
industrialization. British free trade therefore worked in opposition to
the status quo of the Confederation’ (p. 173).

Davis not only shows that the actual impact of British policy
towards the Customs Union had little to do with British intentions, but
also superbly demonstrates the continuing mismatch between British
aims and German perceptions. In Germany, the most varied forces had
always believed that British trade policy was dictated by political aims.
While the supporters of a großdeutsche solution interpreted it as pro-
Prussian, political economists continued to impute to it the aim of
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weakening the Customs Union. The Germans still suffered from an
economic inferiority complex, and this produced the argument that
Britain’s main aim was to halt the development of a potential economic
rival. Since the mid-1850s, Britain had certainly been more aware of the
fact that German industrialization was beginning to catch up, but at
this time there was no question of Britain feeling threatened.

German historians, too, were long misled by contemporary mis-
perceptions and, of course, by the open economic rivalry which later
erupted between the two countries, while they did not recognize the
peculiarities of British policy during the 1850s and 1860s. And British
historians have not paid much attention to this subject because Lon-
don’s policy towards the German Customs Union seemed, at first
sight, to have had few consequences. This book by Davis, however,
underlines that it is worth looking at these questions. His study, based
on a wide range of sources, is an important and far-reaching contribu-
tion to Anglo-German relations in the nineteenth century.
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