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Taxation policy is social policy; it has redis-
tributive effects on society and economy; and
these effects, in turn, affect the behavior of the
taxed. Modern politicians regularly debate off-
shore banking and tax havens as well as business
migrations because of excessive or regressive tax-
ation. Such discussions occurred often in the Wil-
helmine Empire as well, of course. The regressive
nature of grain tariffs comes to mind: making
bread more expensive while shielding land-based
elites inherently affected both working-class and
rural politics alike. Likewise, discussion of inheri-
tance taxes dominated political debates. Taxation,
as a subject, however, has received less attention
than it once did among historians. This neglect is
perhaps undeserved, since some basic questions
remain underexplored. How much of a family's
income actually went to taxes in a given year, for
example, and how much did this amount change
over time? Did tax policies actually promote or re-
tard industrialization and modernization more
generally? How much did "tax migration" occur in
response to divergent taxation rates?

Mark Spoerer's work, a comparison of taxa-
tion policy for Prussia and Wirttemberg across
the nineteenth century, is to be commended for
taking on these more technical issues. His is not so
much a political discussion; one will find little
here about the sentiments of political parties,
statesmen or ordinary people. It instead empha-
sizes quantitative approaches and governmental
statistics to measure the effects and levels of taxa-
tion. Each chapter addresses a specific issue: how
tax reforms affected the distribution of the tax
burden in both states; how the overall tax burden
for ordinary subjects changed; how indirect taxes
changed; and to what degree tax policies induced
tax migration and possibly led to a "race to the
bottom" of tax reduction competitions among
states to prevent tax migration. His analyses also
include the effects of local taxes, which the rela-
tively autonomous towns in both states could levy,
a difficult task, given the incomplete records re-
maining for many towns.

Spoerer goes beyond this statistical level to
discuss the evolution of taxation, a decision that
allows him to address "modernization" through



the rationalization of taxation. Both states started
the nineteenth century with systems of indirect
taxation, a state of affairs that reflected their pre-
industrial bases and the logistical inability of bu-
reaucracies to collect and enforce more systemat-
ic "modern" forms of taxation, such as the income
tax. Through the nineteenth century, the states'
need for revenue was continually growing. Spoer-
er notes, though, that the most effective and effi-
cient means of taxation, a direct tax such as an in-
come tax never met with approval in either state
in this time, and thus both states had to rely on
using older, more archaic forms of taxation, such
as an Ertragssteuer or other indirect forms of tax-
ation more intensively. This strategy handicapped
the growth of revenue, but was politically more
feasible. One might talk of the "modernization" of
society and even of some aspects of the state dur-
ing this period, but taxation would remain one of
the states' backward aspects.

Questions regarding "modernization" arise in
many guises and inform Spoerer's subsequent
questions. Did taxation help or hinder industrial-
ization and modernization? Did these tax systems
privilege rural areas at the expense of industrial-
izing areas? He argues that the Prussian tax re-
forms of 1820 did not disproportionately burden
Prussia's western provinces, despite eliminating
only a few tax exemptions for estate owners.
Wiirttemberg's initial reforms of 1815, despite be-
ing drafted by a parliament rather than a Prus-
sian bureaucracy, also resulted in the burden of
taxes falling upon its economically dynamic re-
gions. The absence of tax reforms did not neces-
sarily occur because of autocratic governments.

Spoerer considers the fact that towns in both
Prussia and Wirttemberg produced more and
more of the revenue for both states, but argues
that this result did not arise from uneven taxes
but rather from industrialization. More people
lived in the towns, more resources were concen-
trating there and thus, more wealth subject to tax
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was generated. In short, the tax laws did not
change, but instead the tax base did.

Having addressed whether these taxes retard-
ed industrialization, Spoerer then asks whether
either country's tax system promoted industrial-
ization. He finds that Prussia's system, as much as
it did not hinder industrialization, also did little to
promote it. Wirttemberg, however, was more in-
dustry-friendly through the 1870s, or at least did
not favor the rural sector as much, because per-
sonal income taxes and city taxes counterbal-
anced the harvest taxes of the state. Spoerer also
suggests that, for similar reasons, per capita over-
all taxation increased gradually but steadily from
the 1850s. Urbanization meant that city govern-
ments had to levy increasingly higher indirect
taxes upon their growing populations in order to
finance governmental tasks. Overall, he calculates
that indirect taxes accounted for over 40 percent
of a person's tax burden in both states, a propor-
tion that increased by the turn of the century.

He raises another question, the possibility of
tax "migration," that is, the ability of enterprises
and persons to leave a high-tax area to settle in a
low-tax area. This measure, he argues, was quite
possible, because of the autonomy that German
law granted to local authorities in tax matters. It
thus became possible for these authorities to set
their taxes in ways that attracted persons and en-
terprises to themselves and away from neighbor-
ing towns. Overall, however, little "fiscal migra-
tion" appears to have occurred in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. It was possible, but
generally the costs of such migration exceeded the
benefits to be gained by moving to a lower-tax re-
gion. After 1919, as the costs of migration fell, so
did the advantages, in part because of the fiscal
reforms instituted by Matthias Erzberger toward
a standardization of tax rates.

Might one conclude, then, that this lack of tax
modernization had little impact on social and eco-
nomic trends in Germany? Spoerer argues that it
is too early to tell. He suggests, for example, that



research has not yet taken into account the in-
creased importance of more regressive indirect
taxes, and that the argument for increased tax eq-
uity still must be formulated far more carefully
than it has been in recent research. It likewise
would also be difficult to argue for increasing tax
justice, given the number of exceptions granted to
rules, such as the enduring exemptions that es-
tates continued to enjoy. He concludes quite right-
ly that this question, too, needs further research.
When this research occurs, Spoerer's work will
provide a solid bedrock upon which to build. For
the less fiscally inclined reader, Spoerer's work
provides an equally useful background for studies
of political and social conflict in the nineteenth
century, and for another aspect of "moderniza-
tion" that is often overlooked.
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