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INTRODUCTION


The Third Reich lasted for just twelve years, and more than four times as many years have elapsed since its demise. Yet it continues to shape the world we live in. Its bloodless legacy is woven into the everyday fabric of modern German life, from the legal requirement to register with the local police, and the regulation of the market in agricultural produce, to the Volkswagen car. The designation ‘special needs school’ is a part of that legacy no less than the abolition of the old German script and the invention of mass tourism. The National Socialist state inaugurated a drive for modernization such as Germany had never seen: at the same time it evolved a machinery of destruction and extermination such as the world had never witnessed. The death of millions and the indescribable sufferings of millions more are the bloody legacy of those twelve brief years.


In recent years the modernizing forces unleashed by National Socialism have been attracting the attention of historians, who have examined the institutions and individuals behind this dynamic process. For the most part, however, historical analysis ends where Auschwitz begins. In this book we set out to uncover the connecting links between the politics of modernization and the politics of annihilation. We shall describe the relationship between the development of certain plans and the perpetration of specific acts in Germany during those years. Their purpose was to impose a new political, economic and social order on the German Reich, and ultimately on the entire European continent – and all within a very short space of time. This undertaking was predicated both on the war and on the taking-away of human rights and property.


Allied to the aggressive ideology of National Socialism, these plans were transmuted into political and military aggression, and increasingly radical projects followed at ever-decreasing intervals – projects for a new European order, for a German Europe: ‘lightning wars’ (Blitzkriege), structural models, campaigns of annihilation, large-scale colonization plans, gas chambers. The year 1941 – when victory seemed at hand, and with it the intoxicating prospect of being able to ‘reshape’ anything and everything – was also the year in which the German leadership decided to murder millions of men, women and children.


A satisfactory explanation for this is not to be found in the individual personality of a Hitler, Himmler or Goebbels, nor in the hysterical fervour – incited and self-incited – of an entire nation. Nor can it be explained away in terms of the self-perpetuating machinery of exclusion and marginalization that operated in a highly compartmentalized way and with characteristically Teutonic efficiency.


All of these factors played a role, and without them the mass murders perpetrated by the Germans could not have taken place.1 But behind all this lay certain conceptual models, designs for ‘final solutions’, which recommended – rarely explicitly, more often than not in sterile scientific jargon – the state-directed mass extermination of human beings as a functional necessity for a long-term programme of social modernization. This is the subject of the present book. In their intellectual abstraction these designs seem strangely at odds with the brutal reality of the death camps. And yet National Socialist Germany was not only possessed of an ideology that consigned to extermination all those who were classed as ‘inferior’: it had also elaborated detailed theories showing how entire social classes, minorities and peoples were to be ‘restructured’ and decimated. The ideology and the theory had to come together and intermesh in order to produce Hadamar, Chelmno, Leningrad, Stukenbrock, Treblinka and Auschwitz. And it is certain that with every year that National Socialist Germany continued to exist, millions more people would have been killed by various means – starved, deported, sent to the gas chambers or simply worked to death.


The executive dynamism of National Socialist Germany was generated by the interaction of three forces: the abandonment of moral restraint, the pursuit of a nationalistic and expansionist social utopia and the emergence of a modern technocracy. But it was not the case that some Germans severed all moral ties while others gave themselves up in a spirit of idealism to grand social designs and the pursuit of efficiency. Instead the three components define areas of common ground between the Nazi leadership and the advisory and executive intelligentsia. There is broad agreement on this and many other findings of historical research. This research has not sought to play down the criminal nature of German policy at that time, nor has it relativized the murder of the European Jews. But it does help us to see National Socialism in its historical context – not so that we might safely forget the past, but rather that we might reconstruct it more fully.


Our own understanding, which is supported by our study of the source material, is at odds with received historical thinking. The broad consensus – albeit driven by a variety of motives – is that the murder of the European Jews defies all attempts to explain it in historical-rational terms. Hannah Arendt has underlined this very point: what makes the Holocaust unique, she argues, is not the number of victims as such, but the apparent failure of the murderers to consult their own advantage or interest. The documents adduced in evidence in the present book show this thesis to be untenable. As in the case of the mass murder of the mentally ill in Germany and the slaughter of the civilian populations in Poland, Serbia and the Soviet Union, it is possible to discern utilitarian goals behind the murder of the European Jews. Which in no way diminishes the horror of those murders.


Today Auschwitz is discussed in terms of a ‘totally irrational racial hatred’, of ‘annihilation for annihilation’s sake’, of the ‘self-perpetuating machinery’ of German bureaucracy, the ‘descent into barbarism’ and ‘the breakdown of civilization’. What is widely ignored or relativized is the fact that in the eyes of those who paved the way for the ‘final solution’ the policy of extermination implemented against other population groups, most notably in the Soviet Union and Poland, took its place alongside the murder of the European Jews as part of a grand strategy known as ‘negative population policy’.


Our analysis shows that arbitrary acts and self-perpetuating bureaucratic routine played only a minor role; that – on the contrary – the National Socialist leadership sought to maximize the input from scientific policy advisers and used their research findings as an important basis for their decisions – including the decisions to murder millions of human beings.


In the SD (‘Sicherheitsdienst’: security service) Heinrich Himmler not only had at his disposal a thoroughly unorthodox and highly qualified think-tank equipped with its own data bank, but he also appointed a special ‘inspector of statistics’, for example, whose chief task was to furnish him with empirical raw data on the social make-up of the SS and for the preparation of colonization plans in the East. In order to decide the future fate of the Warsaw ghetto Hans Frank, the Governor-General of German-occupied Poland, commissioned a report from the Reich Board for Industrial Rationalization (RKW) and adopted its recommendations. Shortly before that the Reich Minister of Finance had personally ordered the Reich Audit Office to carry out a review of the economic viability of the Lódź ghetto, in order to put him in the picture and brief him ahead of further debate and discussion. The heads of the armed forces and government ministries commissioned over 1,600 secret reports from the Kiel Institute of World Economic Studies alone as an aid to planning the economic strategy of the war. Hermann Rauschning documents an early example of this kind of political consultancy in National Socialist Germany from 1934:




I reported to Hitler what I had seen of Koch’s ‘planning agency’ [Koch was the Gauleiter of East Prussia]. A young academic, Professor von Grünberg, had devised all kinds of fantastical ‘model landscapes’ for the future. He had had maps drawn up at his institute, marked out with lines of communication, fields of force, lines of force, motorways, railway lines, canal projects. The whole of the East as far as the Black Sea, as far as the Caucasus, was divided up into meticulously planned economic zones. These maps showed Germany and western Russia as a single vast land mass with integrated economic and transport systems. The whole scheme was German-centred, of course – planned and run by Germany, for Germany. In this ‘planned economy’ Poland had ceased to exist, let alone Lithuania …2





The top leadership of the National Socialist state generally took decisions not simply as they saw fit, but on the basis of detailed memoranda. At the key conference which took place on 12 November 1938 Hermann Göring, for example, declared that he was ‘not sufficiently versed’ to assess the consequences of ‘eliminating Jewish elements from the economy’. He asked for suggestions, found them ‘excellent’, had decrees drawn up, put them into force. Over a hundred people attended the conference. The vast majority of them were either members of Göring’s staff, highly experienced in administrative and economic matters, or representatives of an intelligentsia that advised across the whole range of policy issues – the latter all too easily overshadowed in discussions of National Socialist crimes by the leading lights of the Nazi regime, who appear in contemporary and later accounts as all-powerful, larger-than-life presences.


In his book Behemoth3 the jurist and political scientist Franz Neumann identifies industry, bureaucracy, the Party and the military as the four pillars of the Nazi regime. One reason why these pillars were able to support the increasingly elephantine imperial structure of the German state for so long was that they were tied together and shored up by this network of scientific advisers. The advisers to the men in power sat on a variety of differently constituted and changing committees, made up of ministerial undersecretaries, senior ministry officials and experts of every shade and technical persuasion. Later these men would actually boast of their role as ‘crisis managers in the Third Reich’.4


In this book we describe the work of these economic experts and professional administrators – the regional planners, statisticians and agronomists, the labour deployment specialists and demographers. We endeavour to analyse their influence on key policy decisions taken in 1940 and 1941. We are looking for evidence of specific responsibility, of the part played by these men in planning and pushing through the murder of millions of people.


Initially many of these experts were distinctly cool towards the new regime, and did not join the NSDAP until well after 1933, if at all. Those who joined did so in order to further their careers, but also because they realized that as Party members they would be better placed to shape and influence government policy. Very different from the ideologists of the ‘years of struggle’ whom they largely came to supplant, these men advanced slowly at first, but with increasing rapidity after 1938, into the nerve centres of political decision-making; and month by month they acquired growing power as planners to decide the fate of thousands, and ultimately many millions, of their fellow human beings. Up until the end of 1941 their influence grew with each new stage in Germany’s expansion. Each time they were less constrained in the way they formulated their proposals and options: each time they could afford to take less account of conflicting social realities in the German Reich and in the occupied territories. Compromise was looked upon as a mark of intellectual laziness, while patently criminal acts were spuriously dignified as historical necessity, ‘the price one pays for progress’. SS officers, civil servants, junior academics, business leaders and engineers: they were all impressed by the newly conquered ‘expanses’ and by their seemingly infinite possibilities, just as they were by the scale of the task that confronted them, and by the opportunity to implement their ambitious plans without any bureaucratic obstacles to speak of.


These young, career-minded technocrats and academics, whose plans and ideas are the focus of the present study, regarded Europe – densely populated and shaped by the complex vagaries of history, full of differences and contrasts – as a drawing-board on which to work out their grand designs. For them eastern Europe was one vast wasteland crying out for ‘readjustment’ and ‘reconstruction’. They wanted to rationalize production methods, standardize products, introduce an international division of labour, modernize and simplify social structures, reduce the number of ‘unproductive’ people to an absolute minimum. The ultimate aim was to harness large tracts of Europe to the interests of the German economy and the German striving for hegemony. The architects of this policy looked to the new, scientifically based concept of ‘demographic economics’ (Bevölkerungsökonomie) to help them attain their goals as cheaply and quickly as possible. The size and qualitative composition of the population were to be continuously monitored and regulated through government programmes of birth control (and birth promotion), resettlement and extermination.


In the course of the war, as supplies of food, raw materials and capital steadily dwindled, ‘human resources’ soon became the only economic factor that these planners still had the power to manipulate. As they saw it, the German Reich in 1941 was short of one to two million workers, while at the same time there were 30 to 50 million ‘useless mouths to feed’ in Europe – people whose labour was not being exploited, and could not be exploited without far-reaching changes in social policy. So the architects of the new order set to work on a grand design for ‘adjusting’ the ratio between productive and unproductive population groups, between those who worked and those who allegedly worked too little or not at all. In the eyes of these German intellectuals, eastern and south-east Europe lacked a middle class that would guarantee stable social conditions and promote the development of an internal market. At the same time – measured by these standards – these regions suffered from ‘overpopulation’, with umpteen millions too many people living on the land: poor people, eking out a modest existence and devoid of economic aspirations. They stood in the way of plans to develop a modern economy on the German model, and they had to be removed before any useful gains could be extracted from those who remained. So ‘resettlement’, ‘labour redeployment’ and ‘evacuation’ became the chief policy instruments of the German new order.


Economic disadvantaging, starvation and murder – initially of minorities, later of entire peoples – were programmed in from the very beginning by the engineers of this brave new National Socialist Europe in order to create advantages for the majority, especially the German majority, or at least to guarantee the preservation of the social status quo. This is instanced by the fact that the older generation living today report that they only suffered serious food shortages in Germany after the war, following the collapse of the state that had hitherto ‘solved’ the problems of food, clothing and housing with the aid of mass expropriation, wars of aggression and gas chambers.


When it came to constructing this new social hierarchy, which meant deportation and death for millions of people, the strategic intentions of the planning elite found a ready accommodation with the racist ideology of the National Socialist regime. Heinrich Himmler formulated this murderous design with brutal frankness: ‘The only way to solve the social problem is for one lot to kill the others and take their land.’5


We have subdivided the historical material of this book into three phases, the first beginning in 1938, the year in which Austria and the Sudetenland were annexed. We show how from that point onwards, and in close conjunction with the continuing process of territorial expansion, anti-Semitism became an integral part of the plan to establish a ‘new order’, finding expression in a policy of systematic ‘Entjudung’ – the ‘elimination of Jewish elements’. This was followed in the second phase by the war against Poland, which left that country completely crushed and devastated. We describe the German projects designed to bring about the complete transformation of Poland’s demographic and economic structure. The planning experts used the occupied country – comprising the ‘annexed eastern territories’ and the ‘Government General’ – as a testing ground for their ideas. Here the ‘Jewish question’ presented itself to them for the first time ‘as a population policy problem on a massive scale’, which could not be ‘solved’ with the hitherto customary instruments of terror, expropriation and enforced emigration. What is significant here is how the respective planning staffs of the SS and the civil administrations agreed on a common strategy. From this it is easy to see how the constructive desire of the German planners to build a better future was the very thing that led ultimately to genocide.


For the third phase we look at the situation as it appeared in 1941. In occupied Poland there was growing conflict between German colonization policy on the one hand and plans for economic development on the other. The war of conquest in south-east Europe was designed to create the military conditions for the creation of a European economic community under Nazi auspices. But here too, according to German economists, ‘overpopulation’ was hindering the development of a new economic order, and many millions of people were viewed as ‘unproductive’ and ‘surplus to need’. Similarly the plans for the military conquest and colonization of the Soviet Union envisaged a ‘reduction’ in the population – by whatever means. To this was added the prospect of food shortages, which threatened to undermine morale on the home front. In order to maintain food supplies to population groups who were not categorized as ‘inferior’, 30 million Soviet men, women and children were to be starved. These plans did not exist in isolation. They were part of the context in which the decision was taken, in the summer of 1941, to proceed with the ‘final solution of the Jewish question’. Additional encouragement for that decision came from the reports of German economic experts who concluded that no further gains could be extracted from the dispossessed and starving people in the ghettos. To keep them alive, even under a harsh regime of forced labour, was therefore an unprofitable exercise.


In reconstructing events we need to look also at the biographies of the scientists and academics and senior ministry officials who were involved in framing these plans. Through the careers and personal connections of specific individuals we can see how ideas and suggestions percolated upwards through the hierarchy, and how open and permeable the National Socialist state was in this regard. Furthermore, a knowledge of biographical details and an understanding of middle-ranking institutional structures have an important part to play in the search for new documents and the reconstruction of decision-making processes. Many decisions taken in the key organizations were purely verbal understandings, actioned by word of mouth and never written down. In many areas of the National Socialist ruling apparatus the most important written records were either burned immediately (‘Top secret – read and destroy!’) or consigned to the flames in the final months of the war. This is what happened in most of the main departments of the SS and in Göring’s apparat; the same applies to the reports sent by the security police from the Government General, Heydrich’s memorandum on the ‘final solution of the Jewish question’ and many other documents besides. It is indicative – and one of the specific difficulties of a study such as this – that any mention of the systematic policy of mass murder was evidently taboo even in the secret reports drawn up by the security service.6


Biographical details are also important in that they focus attention on the members of an intelligentsia that has gone largely unmentioned, not least because the post-war Federal Republic ‘relied heavily during the reconstruction period on the old administrative elites who had previously served the NS regime’.7 After 1945 the members of this intelligentsia obviously had a vested interest in portraying National Socialism as a period in German political life when their efforts to influence events were repeatedly frustrated by ‘the nightmare of madness and tyranny’.


Our theme, by contrast, is the nightmare of a designing rationalism in the service of practical policy-making, which inherently tends towards the abandonment of moral restraint, and as such found in National Socialism its ideal conditions.




CHAPTER 1


‘ENTJUDUNG’: THE SYSTEMATIC REMOVAL OF JEWS FROM GERMANY’S SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC LIFE


Pogroms and rationalization


On the night of 9 November 1938, the so-called ‘Reichskristallnacht’ or ‘Night of the Broken Glass’, pogroms and lootings took place throughout the German Reich. The pretext was the murder of a German Embassy secretary by a young Parisian Jew.


The events of 9 November produced a paradoxical outcome. The high point of one kind of anti-Semitism – the anti-Semitism of the street and the mob – was also its end and the beginning of something quite new, namely a coordinated government policy for the ‘solution of the Jewish question’. Over one hundred dead, countless injured, 25,000 arrests, nearly two hundred synagogues destroyed, 7,500 shops smashed and looted: this tally signals the beginning of a new era. Standard methods such as pogroms, boycotts, etc. were now abandoned in favour of a government policy that moved inexorably towards the ‘final solution’: persecution and discrimination now became the official remit of state institutions. Three days later, on 12 November, at a crucial meeting hurriedly called by Göring in the Reich Air Ministry and attended by a hundred or so ministers and experts, key elements of the later policy of extermination were discussed. These included expropriation, controlled impoverishment, ghettoization, the wearing of the yellow star, a policy of starvation, enforced emigration, forced labour – and at the end Göring pointed to the possibility of ‘settling scores in a big way’. The outcome of this meeting was the ‘general line of policy to be pursued in future’.1 The allegedly ‘spontaneous anger of the people’, which had been allowed free rein for a whole night in an orgy of destruction, looting and murder, was transmuted into a long-term government strategy – a strategy that had been precisely thought through, particularly with regard to its economic consequences.


It was no coincidence that this meeting was summoned by Göring. As Commissioner for the Four-Year Plan he had been responsible since 1936 for coordinating the economic preparations for war. To that end he had set up the Four-Year Plan Authority staffed by a select group of highly qualified officials, which formed one of the main seats of power in the National Socialist state from 1937 to 1941. On 14 October Göring had already called for action ‘to tackle the Jewish question now with every available means, because it is time they [the Jews] were removed from economic life’.2


Göring began the meeting on 12 November with the following words: ‘Since the problem is essentially a complex economic problem, it is here that we need to make a start.’ He specifically rejected any further manifestations of mob violence. ‘Gentlemen, I am sick of these demonstrations.’ At the end of the day they would do as much damage to the economy as they would to the Jews – and he (Goring) was the man in overall charge of running the economy.3 He and the others present wanted to see some action at this meeting. The period of dithering, of deciding who was responsible for what, had gone on long enough in their view. As Göring put it: ‘I beseech the various departments concerned to take immediate action on Aryanization.’ The regional economic administrations were to start with an initiative that would clearly demonstrate the government’s intentions to the public at large, namely the closing-down and ‘Aryanization’ of retail businesses. ‘First of all,’ said Göring, ‘the Minister of Economic Affairs will announce which shops he intends to close down.’ It turned out to be most of them. Under the policy of Aryanization they were to be ‘eliminated’ – wound up, in other words – from the outset. The same principle was to be applied to small and medium-sized manufacturing enterprises. First of all, Göring told his audience, the following questions had to be answered: ‘Which factories are not needed at all? Which ones can be shut down? Can they be turned into something else? And if they don’t have a future, they must be scrapped as quickly as possible.’


‘Aryanization’ was not primarily about the compulsory transfer of Jewish firms to profit-hungry ‘Aryan’ capitalists; in essence it was a state-directed programme of closures and rationalization.4 It served to mitigate the social impact of the extensive rationalization that took place during these years in the small and medium-sized sector of the economy: in 1937 alone 90,000 Aryan workshops in Germany went bankrupt or simply closed down.5 Viewed from this perspective, the principal economic benefits of Aryanization were structural in nature. Göring called upon the Minister of Economic Affairs ‘to go all out on business closures from the outset’, because he was only doing what would have to be done ‘anyway’ in the next few weeks, namely ‘transforming non-essential production facilities into economically vital ones’.


As Commissioner for the Four-Year Plan Göring pursued this programme of business closures and rationalization with the sole objective of preparing the German economy for the coming war. Meanwhile the task of devising ways and means was left to the appropriate experts. Their experiences in Vienna in the six months prior to this meeting would stand them in good stead, for in May 1938, following the ‘Anschluss’ or annexation of Austria by Germany in March, work had begun on the rationalization of the Austrian economy – with the full involvement of the Four-Year Plan Authority. The chief instrument was the dispossession of countless thousands of Jews and their systematic removal from virtually every sector of the economy. The whole operation was directed not, as one might imagine, by zealous anti-Semites, but by established firms of accountants and auditors.


In the summer of 1938 the economic experts in Vienna had developed a concept that combined wholesale rationalization of the ‘backward’ Austrian economy with the liquidation of Jewish companies. The politician in charge of this programme was the Viennese Minister of Trade, Commerce and Labour, Hans Fischböck. In the hectic hours leading up to the Anschluss on 11 March 1938 Göring had intervened personally to get Fischböck installed,6 and had made a point of inviting him to the meeting in Berlin.


Here the following exchange took place on 12 November (reproduced below with minor omissions):




Funk (Reich Minister of Economic Affairs): The crucial question is this: should we assume that the Jewish businesses are going to be reopened again later or not?


Göring: That depends on whether or not these Jewish businesses have a decent turnover.


Fischböck: We’ve already worked out a detailed plan to deal with this in Austria, Field Marshal. It’s been decided that 10,000 of the 12,000 workshops should be shut down for good, and 2,000 should be kept going. And out of the 5,000 retail outlets 1,000 will be kept going, i.e. Aryanized, and the remaining 4,000 shut down. We’ve done a detailed study of all the different trades to see which businesses are needed to meet local needs, we’ve cleared it all with the appropriate authorities, and as far as we’re concerned the order can go out tomorrow, just as soon as we get the legislation we asked for in September, which would give us broad powers to revoke trading licences in general, without reference to the Jewish question. It would only take a very short piece of legislation.


Göring: I’ll draw up the order today.


Fischböck: If we go ahead we could get rid of the entire visible [Jewish] commercial presence by the end of the year.


Göring: That would be excellent!


Fischböck: So out of a total of 17,000 businesses 12,000 or 14,000 would be closed down and the rest would be Aryanized or transferred to the state-owned trust agency.


Göring: I must say it is a terrific proposal. This means that in Vienna, one of the main Jewish cities, so to speak, we could be shot of the whole lot of them by Christmas or the end of the year.


Funk: We can do the same thing here.





By ‘here’ the Reich Minister of Economic Affairs meant the pre-1938 German Reich – the so-called ‘Altreich’ – and in particular Berlin. Just six days later the leaders of Berlin’s business community held a meeting in the Chamber of Industry and Commerce ‘to discuss the pressing problem of the exclusion of the Jews from the retail trade in Berlin’.7


The government order so ardently desired by the economic experts working in Vienna was published on 23 November 1938 in the Reichsgesetzblatt. The text of the ‘Order for the implementation of the ordinance excluding Jews from German economic life’ deliberately omitted any mention of ‘Aryanization’ as its aim, referring instead to business closures in general. Section 1, Paragraph 1 stated: ‘All retail sales outlets, mail-order businesses and sales agencies owned by Jews are to be wound up and liquidated.’ Any exemptions required special authorization.8


In the second phase of the conference on 12 November 1938 the participants addressed the social problems that would arise as people were put out of business at an accelerating rate. It was at this point that Reinhard Heydrich entered the discussion. He too was able to draw on the experience of Vienna – the experience, to be more precise, of his colleague Adolf Eichmann, who also attended the conference,9 and who in the space of four months had successfully forced tens of thousands of Viennese Jews to emigrate:




Heydrich: It’s one thing to remove the Jews from economic life, but at the end of the day the real problem is how to get the Jews out of Germany. In Vienna we set up a Jewish emigration bureau on the instructions of the Reich Commissioner,10 through which we managed to get 50,000 Jews out of Austria, while only 19,000 Jews were removed from the rest of the Reich during the same period.


Göring: And how did you manage that?


Heydrich: We arranged it so that rich Jews who wanted to emigrate had to pay a levy to the local Jewish cultural association. That money, topped up with foreign exchange, was then used to get a number of the poor Jews out. The problem was not getting the rich Jews out, but getting rid of the Jewish rabble.


Göring: But look, have you really thought this through? Even if we get hundreds of thousands of the Jewish rabble out, we won’t be any better off. Have you asked yourselves whether this route could end up costing us so much in foreign exchange that it is no longer viable?





Heydrich then estimated that the number who could still be forced to emigrate in this way would rapidly fall to a maximum of 8,000 to 10,000 a year. ‘So that leaves a huge number of Jews still in the country,’ he went on. ‘As a result of the Aryanization programme and other restrictions the Jews will become unemployed, of course. What we shall then see is the proletarianization of the Jews that remain.’ The conference participants discussed how these people were actually going to live: without work or any means of support, and largely isolated within the community, they would ‘effectively end up living in a ghetto’, which would create all kinds of new problems in terms of policing and feeding them. At this point the National-Conservative Reich Minister of Finance, Lutz Count Schwerin von Krosigk, spoke for the first time:


‘What we really need to make sure of is that we don’t end up keeping the social proletariat here. Looking after them will always be a terrible burden. So our aim must be what Heydrich has already said: to get as many of them off our hands as we possibly can.’


By now, however, it was already clear that the foreign exchange needed to finance the emigration programme could never be raised. Germany’s export earnings did not cover the cost of importing the ‘strategically important’ raw materials needed for military purposes, or the food that accounted for 17 per cent of Germany’s total consumption. In order to drive as many Jews out of Germany as possible, despite the country’s unfavourable balance of trade, Göring instructed Heydrich on 24 January 1939 to proceed with the establishment of a ‘Reich Bureau for Jewish Emigration’. Modelled on Eichmann’s Vienna initiative, the Bureau served as an umbrella organization for all the agencies involved, and was designed to accelerate the pace of enforced emigration by coordinating procedures and cutting out red tape. Strict instructions were issued to ‘prioritize the emigration of poorer Jews’. Heydrich was required to report back regularly to Göring on the work of the new Reich Bureau, and to obtain his prior approval for any ‘fundamental measures’.11


At the start of the conference on 12 November Göring had said that the object was ‘to get the Jews out of economic life and drive them into debt’. After three and a half hours of discussion it was obvious what the potential social and structural benefits for the German economy were. It was also clear what problems it would create for the social services budget and the foreign exchange balance if a sizeable minority of the country’s population were to be deprived of its livelihood. So in formulating their aims the conference participants had for the moment reached an impasse. At this point Göring hinted at a ‘solution’ that prefigured the later policy of extermination. If in the foreseeable future they found themselves embroiled in a foreign-policy conflict – a war, in other words – then this would also be the time ‘to settle scores with the Jews in a big way’.


The fact that Göring reiterated his veto on demonstrations and pogroms and committed the conference participants to ‘stamping out special operations [against the Jews] once and for all’ is only seemingly a nonsense. The meeting had decided on an alternative to street violence: for now ‘the Reich [had] taken the matter in hand’. On 16 December, acting on instructions from Göring, Ministers Frick (Interior) and Funk (Economic Affairs) briefed a meeting of Gauleiters and senior regional government officials who had been summoned to Berlin to receive the new policy line.12


Barely a month later, at the beginning of 1939, the mayor of Berlin delivered a progress report. In the Reich capital the Aryanization of the retail trade had ‘got off to a brisk start’. Although the pace of Aryanization had quickened after 12 November, his officials were managing successfully to vet applicants in terms of their business credentials and aptitude, weeding out the impostors with no knowledge of the business in question. The Chamber of Industry and Commerce had advised him on this. ‘I venture to hope’, continues the ‘Special Report on the Elimination of Jewish Elements from the Retail Trade in Berlin’, ‘that the closure of two-thirds of all Jewish shops (…) will take the pressure off the established German retail trade.’13 For every retail business approved for Aryanization (we read) there had been three or four Aryan applicants. In other regions of the German Reich the local authorities responsible for overseeing trade and industry were achieving similar results. In Düsseldorf only two out of sixty-four Jewish businesses were approved for Aryanization. And of the 5,822 Jewish workshops that had existed within Germany’s 1937 borders only 345 were transferred to new ownership: all the rest were closed down.14


As a result of the ‘exclusion of the Jews from economic life’ – and specifically as a result of expropriation, professional debarment and the emigration of younger family members – more and more Jews were becoming dependent on public assistance. Their situation was further aggravated, of course, by the fact that Jewish welfare and charitable organizations were also being expropriated, so that they were less and less able to provide for the needs of an increasingly impoverished Jewish population.


Just three days after the conference in the Berlin Air Ministry the Dutch newspaper Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant commented in the following terms: ‘Given the present shortage of labour, it cannot be very long before the pensioned-off Jews are denounced as “idle” Jews and parasites on the German body politic (…) Following the pattern of Russian Bolshevism, the enemies of the ruling regime will be put to work for the state in special forced labour camps.’15


In its annual report for 1938 the SD (security service) noted: ‘The year under review saw the end of the Jewish problem in Germany, in so far as it can be resolved through legal and administrative process. (…) The only way for Jews to make a living now is to emigrate.’16 The Foreign Office, meanwhile, spoke of 1938 as the ‘year of destiny’ for the German and Austrian Jews.17


The Vienna project


Following the annexation of Austria Göring, acting in his capacity as Commissioner for the Four-Year Plan, had given orders on 28 March 1938 that ‘duly considered arrangements [were] to be made for the proper redirection of the Jewish economy’.18 The emphasis was on the words ‘considered’ and ‘proper’, which were intended as a rebuke and a warning to those Austrian Nazis and anti-Semites who thought to exploit the confusion following ‘Anschluss’ in order to get rich quickly. Austria’s economy was in a sorry state – at least in comparison with the flourishing German economy, which was then riding high on the back of full-scale rearmament: production capacities were not being fully utilized, unemployment was running at 30 per cent,19 and productivity levels were low compared with Germany. When the customs barriers between Germany and Austria came down and German firms rushed to compete in the new market that had opened up in the south-east, the economy of the country that had been annexed – half willingly, half by force – was weakened still further. The only hope for the Austrian economy lay in a rapid and radical programme of rationalization that would bring the general level of production into line with that of the Reich.


On 23 April 1938 the Gauleiter of the Saar-Palatinate, Josef Bürckel, was appointed ‘Reich Commissioner for the Reunification of Austria with the German Reich’. The appointment was made on economic grounds, for Bürckel had already demonstrated his credentials in 1935, when the Saarland was ‘reincorporated’ into the Reich after years under French administration. Bürckel had succeeded in turning around a region that was still reeling under the impact of the world economic crisis and bringing about its rapid and painless convergence with the expanding economy of the Reich. A certain Dr Rudolf Gater had prepared the rationalization plans for him on that occasion. Gater had obtained his doctorate in Zurich in 1935 with a dissertation on the economic projections of the Harvard Institute, and was promptly despatched to Saarbrücken by the Reich Board for Industrial Rationalization (RKW). Bürckel was well pleased with the work done by his young expert in industrial rationalization, and in Vienna he availed himself of his services again. By the beginning of May the RKW had already established an ‘Austria Office’ in the Vienna Chamber of Commerce, with Rudolf Gater as its key staff member.


Since Bürckel used to consult his friend Karl Kaufmann, the Gauleiter of Hamburg, on all economic matters, a group of economic experts from Hamburg were also seconded to the Viennese project. They included the legal adviser to the Hamburg Senate, Dr Walter Emmerich, who served in Bürckel’s ‘Government and Economic Affairs’ department. Emmerich used the ‘elimination of Jewish elements from economic life’ to create openings for Hamburg import and export firms, who would thus be able to use Vienna as their ‘gateway to south-east Europe’. As the avowed champion of Hamburg business interests he saw to it that the Aryanization of the city’s export firms was carried out as smoothly and expeditiously as possible. For beleaguered Hamburg merchants hard hit by Germany’s isolation from world markets and the shortage of foreign exchange, Vienna was to become the springboard for expansion into southeast Europe. But to begin with, the newly annexed city appeared a thoroughly backward place to Emmerich. He and his colleagues bemoaned an export trade that was ‘lacking in the necessary drive’, a hopelessly antiquated Danube shipping fleet and the ‘fragmentation’ of trade, commerce, industry and banking. By Hamburg standards there was nothing that could be called a proper trading company in Vienna, only ‘agents’ acting for ‘the buyers of the big Anglo-Saxon department stores’. Instead there was ‘an abundance of small firms engaged in low-volume occasional exports to the surrounding region’. Most of these ‘were owned by Jews, of course’. To change this situation completely seemed to Emmerich, Gater and many others a far from easy task, but a rewarding one none the less.20


In June 1938, only a month after his arrival in Vienna, Gater drafted a ‘plan of action’ on behalf of the RKW ‘for the Aryanization of businesses in the retail shoe trade’. According to this document, around 250 of the 380 shoe shops in Vienna were owned by Jews. In order to ‘tidy up’ the retail shoe trade, according to Gater’s provisional estimate, some eighty of the Jewish-owned shops would have to be closed. Time was pressing. The businesses in question were being boycotted by customers and suppliers alike. ‘Aryan’ Austrians interested in acquiring these businesses submitted ‘a substantial number of Aryanization applications’. So Gater proposed that applications for the transfer of Jewish shoe shops to new ownership be processed ‘under the direction of the RKW’. Having first secured the backing of Fischböck and the Four-Year Plan Authority, Gater wrote in peremptory terms to Bürckel’s representative: ‘Reference Aryanization of the retail shoe trade (…) Unless we hear from you to the contrary, we shall proceed forthwith to carry out our plan of action for achieving that end.’21


The shoe shops – and very soon every other kind of shop as well – earmarked for closure or ‘Aryanization’ were assessed by the RKW in terms of the following criteria: ‘(a) Turnover, type of business; (b) Commercial viability, location, competition; (c) Employees; (d) Inventory, stock valuation; (e) Financial standing, assets, liabilities (trade creditors, taxes, rents, wages, social security contributions, etc.; (f) Costs (annual rental, etc.); (g) Profit margin (allowing for actual or anticipated cut in profits); (h) Minimum turnover required for profitable trading; (i) Minimum capital required for the running of the business.’22


Applicants for the purchase of a business that the RKW had deemed worthy of Aryanization likewise had to submit to a thorough scrutiny of their business credentials and financial resources.


These early efforts by Gater to ‘downsize’ Vienna’s retail and skilled trade sectors by using racist methods in the pursuit of unabashedly commercial ends must be seen against the background of the rapid growth in power and influence exercised by the RKW generally. On 9 June 1938 the Reich Minister of Economic Affairs presented a draft order ‘on the role and function of the Reich Board for Industrial Rationalization’, which in effect proposed the nationalization of a supervisory board that had hitherto been funded largely by private industry. The draft order stated that the RKW would be ‘given a greater role in future [by the Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs] in the planning and coordination of all major joint initiatives aimed at improving the productivity of the German economy’. An eleven-point programme charted a strategy for ‘optimizing the deployment of labour resources’ and achieving pre-set targets in the war economy and the central management of raw materials. The ‘major manpower resource’, it was claimed, lay ‘in the very large number of small business enterprises’; finding ways of achieving ‘further increases in productivity’ here was a top priority. ‘Centralized control of the economy is only possible if the country’s economic leadership knows at all times exactly what latent manpower resources can be tapped by raising the level of individual productivity. It will be the task of the RKW to establish a clear picture of these resources.’23


Gater’s activities in Vienna were soon no longer confined to the retail shoe trade. On 3 June 1938 Bürckel’s chief administrator, Dr Rudolf Kratz, wrote to the deputy head of the RKW, Dr Fritz Reuter, that the reconstruction and convergence of the Austrian economy could only succeed on the basis of careful planning. It was essential to ‘weed out the dead wood in the present set-up’; the whole review had to be conducted ‘speedily and thoroughly’ – and ‘the Reich Board for Industrial Rationalization is charged with the task of carrying it out’.24 With the aid of a questionnaire the RKW obtained not only the usual facts and figures about the running of the business but also very detailed information about the circumstances of ownership and the ‘demographic situation’: the ‘racial’ and national composition of the workforce and proprietors.25 Gater was proud of the fact that on the basis of the RKW’s business census over 80 per cent of Jewish businesses had been shut down and only a small remainder – the most commercially viable enterprises, of course – had been transferred to new German and Austrian owners.26


Within Austria the RKW examined every major sector of trade, commerce and industry. By mid-May it was helping to set up the so-called ‘Property Transaction Agency’, whose staff of 460 carried out the ‘Aryanization’ or winding-up of Jewish businesses as part of the overall economic strategy for the country. The Property Transaction Agency was headed by the engineer Walter Rafelsberger, who became deputy president of the South-East Europe Society a year later.27


Within a few months the total number of retail businesses in Vienna had been halved. In the skilled trades 83 per cent of Jewish businesses were shut down, in industry 26 per cent and in the transport and haulage sector 82 per cent. Out of eighty-six Jewish banks only eight remained. In carrying out the closures the staff of the Property Transaction Agency, the RKW and the Auditing and Trust Company had regard not just to the profitability of the businesses and their economic prospects. They also looked at existing business provision within a particular locality and took account of ‘future changes in the urban landscape’ and proposed ‘road realignment schemes’. Furthermore, an effort was made to ensure that retail outlets and workshops were ‘evenly distributed (…) to meet the needs of the local community based on population densities’. Such was the aim: but the reality in 1938 was very different. The planners saw their project as an exercise in ‘urban development’.28


The ‘elimination of Jewish elements’ from the Austrian economy went ahead quickly and according to plan. In August 1938 it became Adolf Eichmann’s job to ensure that the people who had been robbed of their work, their property and their social rights disappeared as quickly as possible by simply leaving the country. Eichmann was in charge of the newly established Jewish Emigration Bureau in Vienna. It was here that he embarked on his career as an expert in deportations. It soon became apparent, however, that the poorer sections of the socially and economically marginalized Jewish population were staying behind in the city – including those who were the least mobile: the elderly and women with children. They stayed behind for financial reasons, for personal reasons, or because they could not meet the strict immigration requirements imposed by other countries. So by the middle of 1939 there were still 110,000 Jewish people living in Vienna who had to be dealt with somehow by the Property Transaction Agency. This body had a duty ‘to support the Jewish proletariat’, using public money from the proceeds of Aryanization. At the same time these proceeds were also used to fund ‘loans to approved National Socialist purchasers’ of Jewish businesses, represented as ‘compensation’ for the injustices allegedly suffered by ‘NS veterans’ in ‘Vienna’s Jewish-Socialist era’.29 The loan fund functioned as an instrument of structural policy, and naturally it was also used to satisfy Aryan cupidity. The less money was spent on supporting the impoverished Jewish minority, the more money was available for these two purposes. So the search began for ways and means of offloading as cheaply as possible those who had no money or did not want to emigrate. At which point the officials involved hit upon a promising idea: the construction of camps.


In October 1938, acting on behalf of the advisory board of the Property Transaction Agency that he headed, Walter Rafelsberger drafted ‘a set of proposals for the effective implementation of the policy for removing Jewish elements from society’. He suggested the construction of three camps, each holding 10,000 Jews.30 The inmates would build the huts themselves, since this would keep the overall cost down to around 10 million marks, as well as providing work for the ‘10,000 or so unemployed Jews who are ready to hand’. The hutments were to be built well away from human habitation, in remote sandy regions or marshlands. The man put in charge of this project was Ernst Dürrfeld, who had been drafted in from the Saar-Palatinate along with Bürckel, and was shortly to become a senior figure in the administration of Warsaw. One of the principal difficulties he faced was getting hold of barbed wire to fence in the camp compounds. Overall responsibility for ‘the management of the operation’ was to rest with the Property Transaction Agency. Rafelsberger was already thinking in terms of some form of ‘self-government’ for the camps, of the kind that was introduced in 1940 for the ghettos in occupied Poland: ‘The camp is to be owned and administered by an association formed from the Jewish camp inmates.’ Even the post of ‘Commissar for the Jewish quarter’, who would later hold office in Warsaw, was anticipated here: ‘This association will be under the direction of a commissar.’ Rafelsberger wanted ‘to exploit the labour of the Jews as long as they remain in the country’ and use them for ‘public-service projects’. For ‘the supervision of the inmates in transit camps’ it was suggested that ‘Party units be drafted in with the agreement of the Gestapo’.


In the end these plans came to nothing. But five days after the outbreak of war the mayor of Vienna, Hermann Neubacher, contacted the Reich Minister of Economic Affairs and called for ‘drastic action’ to be taken against the Jewish unemployed in Vienna. He pointed out that they should be working, but declared that he was not in a position ‘to make use of this Jewish rabble’. His suggestion: they ‘must be dispersed across the length and breadth of the Reich in labour camps’. ‘Such an initiative’, he went on, ‘would also relieve the pressure on the housing market, which is particularly difficult here in Vienna.’ Rafelsberger seconded the proposal the very same day in a letter to Göring. He called for the same measures, but his tone was more strident: he spoke of ‘forced labour camps’, ‘road-building works’ and ‘Jews in segregated work units’.31 Negotiations had already taken place between the Reich Autobahn Directorate, the SS and the Ministry of Economic Affairs; these had dragged on for six months without producing any tangible results. In March the SS had announced that it was prepared to employ the Viennese Jews in the brickworks of Sachsenhausen or Mauthausen, but only on condition that they were kept as prisoners and that the cost of constructing the hutments did not have to be borne by the SS. The representative of the Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs, Dr Otto Donner, who soon afterwards moved to the Four-Year Plan Authority as a war economy specialist, supported this proposal with the argument that ‘the use of Jewish labour in the private brick industry is out of the question. The point is that this is very heavy work, calling for specially selected human resources.’32


Within a very short space of time the authorities in Vienna were able to push through a programme of restructuring and rationalization at the expense of a minority, placate and consolidate the ‘Aryan’ middle-class grass roots, and at the same time export the model of the Volksgemeinschaft or national community. And if the Nazified Viennese (petite) bourgeoisie had not profited from the policy and practice of ‘Entjudung’ in quite the way they had hoped for in terms of ‘compensation’, at least they did not suffer serious hardship in the course of Austria’s economic realignment with Germany. All the same, it sounded like a veiled threat when Rafelsberger announced that the rationalization programme was to be confined to the ‘Jewish sector’ just ‘for the time being’. And indeed ‘a structural review and readjustment of the Aryan sector too’ was to follow in due course.33 On 1 February 1939 he summed up the results so far: ‘The large number of liquidations and the transfer of businesses to new locations as a consequence of Aryanization have eliminated overcrowding in many branches of commerce and industry and created better conditions in the others. It has not been possible to carry out a complete review of all trades, as the Aryan sector of the economy could not be included in the present restructuring programme.’ Nevertheless the ‘elimination of Jewish elements from trade and commerce’ had ‘created conditions in the Ostmark [i.e. Austria] that contribute significantly to the strengthening of the national economy’, and as such were calculated to promote the ‘economic integration’ of Austria ‘into the Greater German sphere of influence’.34


The process of depriving the Jewish minority of its rights and property was referred to here in terms of ‘restructuring’ – a sociological rather than a racist concept. Short-term disruptions of economic life, even declining production figures, were accepted as the price of achieving the long-term goals of greater competitiveness and a more efficient economic structure. The regret implicit in the observation that ‘the Aryan sector of the economy could not be included in the present restructuring programme’ shows where things were headed: forcing the Jewish minority out of business was merely the first (and very easily accomplished) step in a grand design aimed at reordering the entire social, demographic and economic life of the country.


So it was that in Vienna racist ideology and economic rationalization came together for the first time. The population at large was shielded from the social consequences by the dispossession and social exclusion of a minority.


A textbook example


That the approach pioneered in Vienna was viewed – and subsequently adopted – as a model for other occupied countries is evident not least from the careers of the men who first developed the concept. Hans Fischböck was appointed Commissioner for Trade and Industry in the occupied Netherlands in June 1940, while Eichmann’s ‘successes’ in Vienna made him the key figure within the SD for all matters relating to enforced emigration, resettlement and ‘evacuation’. Sitting alongside Rafelsberger on the advisory board of the Property Transaction Agency were the Gauleiter of Vienna, Odilo Globocnik, a trained engineer and later head of the SS and police in Lublin; Vienna’s mayor, Hermann Neubacher, later to become Commissioner for Trade and Industry in the South-East; and Hans Kehrl, who saw himself as a crisis manager in the Third Reich and represented both the Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs and Göring’s Four-Year Plan Authority on this board.35 In May 1940 Walter Emmerich joined the government of occupied Poland as Minister for Economic Affairs; a month later he was followed by Gater, who became head of the newly formed ‘Office for the Government General’ within the RKW. The early memoranda and articles of these two men show the broad measure of agreement that already existed between them. The expropriation of the rights of a minority and the process of economic reconstruction were to go hand in hand, creating a common foundation for their collaboration. In February 1941 Emmerich commissioned the RKW to produce a special report; its subject: ‘The economic profitability of the Jewish quarter in Warsaw’. In this report, as we shall show, Gater calculated ‘the value of a Jew’. He offered one suggestion for ‘balancing the books’ of the Warsaw ghetto: ‘A situation of undersupply could be allowed to develop, without regard for the consequences.’ The RKW still exists in Germany today, except that the ‘Reichskuratorium für Wirtschaftlichkeit’ has become the ‘Rationalisierungskuratorium der Deutschen Wirtschaft’ – the Board for Rationalization of the German Economy. And Dr Gater was listed in the German Who’s Who as one of the Federal Republic’s leading experts on rationalization.


On 10 May 1940 the German Wehrmacht invaded the Netherlands. The occupation authority that was installed shortly thereafter was staffed mainly by Austrians, principal among them the Reich Commissioner for the Occupied Netherlands, Arthur Seyss-Inquart – formerly Reich Governor in Vienna. He summoned Hans Fischböck to Amsterdam to become his General Commissioner for Trade, Industry and Finance. In the Netherlands, as previously in Austria, Fischböck saw to it that the ‘elimination of Jewish elements from economic life’ was not primarily an exercise in lining the pockets of individual Germans – although of course it was that too – but had a serious economic ‘ordering function’. In particular he was anxious to ensure that Jewish businesses were not handed over – as had happened in Austria – to persons selected mainly on political grounds, i.e. to indigenous or German National Socialists. Instead the applicants were not only required to pay a fair price for these businesses, but also had to have appropriate business credentials. With the aid of various agencies engaged in the monitoring and control of economic activity,36 Fischböck’s department sought to avoid the ‘mistakes’ that had been made in Vienna and apply the lessons that had been learned there to the situation in the Netherlands. One of these monitoring agencies was the Audit Office. As of 22 October 1940 all Jewish businesses had to be registered with this organization. Following a period of preparation the process of ‘Aryanization’ duly began in March 1941, a few days after the general strike in Amsterdam had been crushed.


Erich Rajakowitsch, a close collaborator of Eichmann’s, now proceeded to set up a ‘Central Bureau for Jewish Emigration’ which was likewise modelled on its Viennese predecessor. Only a handful of Dutch Jews were able to emigrate, however. Since the Germans were at pains to maintain a semblance of legality in their pursuit of Aryanization, their immediate aim was to secure the emigration of those Jewish businessmen who could not otherwise be forced to sell up at this stage. The SS proposed that exit visas be issued specifically to the proprietors of those businesses ‘that are of special interest to the Four-Year Plan Authority and other agencies involved in the work of economic integration’.37


In contrast to Austria, the productivity of the Dutch economy was on a par with that of Germany, so when it came to ‘Aryanization’ interest focused mainly on the creation of capital links between the two countries (i.e. the investment of German capital in Dutch companies); the rationalization of the economy took second place. Göring had issued an ‘Order on the formation of capital links with the occupied western territories’ in order ‘to create a fait accompli as soon as possible ahead of the peace treaties that will have to be signed’.38 The Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs set up a separate capital links unit within the special department for ‘Preparation and Organization’ headed by Gustav Schlotterer.39 In the case of Holland, and more especially Belgium, the policy was ‘(to) concentrate on really promising and economically worthwhile projects’.40 In Holland the list was headed by the four ‘global concerns’ Shell, Philips, Unilever and Algemeene Kunstzijde Unie, but it also included big players in heavy industry and armaments such as the Fokker aircraft works.41


‘Aryanization’ was not the only means of ‘penetrating the Dutch economy with German capital’, especially as Unilever was the only one of these concerns that was classed as ‘Jewish’. But it did offer the possibility of a ‘more broad-based penetration’ of the country’s economy (through Aryanization of the small to medium-sized business sector), and as such came into its own where the German strategy was resisted or rejected by business owners in the occupied territories. For it was very much in the interests of the Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs that Dutch and Belgian entrepreneurs should respond positively to the idea of capital interlinking. But a positive response was more likely to be forthcoming if ‘penetration of the market’42 was achieved at the expense of Jewish business owners. As in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, and later in south-east Europe, German firms sought to use ‘Entjudung’ as a means of gaining a foothold in Dutch markets,43 with encouragement and ‘guidance’ from the Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs.


At the same time Fischböck’s experts managed to combine Aryanization with a programme of economic rationalization – even in Holland. Of the 21,000 Jewish businesses and workshops registered by the Audit Office, 11,000 were transferred to new ownership and the remaining 10,000 were dissolved, their inventory and stocks sold off to Aryan competitors.


Most of the proceeds from the sale of Jewish firms, houses and property were transferred to the Property Management and Pensions Corporation (VVRA). Fischböck and Seyss-Inquart viewed the VVRA as the ‘big pot’44 in which all the Jewish assets were collected – amounting to 350 million Dutch guilders in all.45 The persecution of the Jews was also financed from this fund: the security police were reimbursed by the VVRA for expenses incurred in their ‘work relating to the persecution of the Jews’. This organization also paid bounty money to informants who revealed the whereabouts of Jews who had gone into hiding,46 and financed the enlargement of the de Vught transit camp for Jews, the Westerbork camp and the connecting rail link. But then the materials only needed to be rented: when the construction contract was placed in July 1942 it had already been decided that the railway tracks would be taken up again a year later, by which time all of Holland’s Jews were due to have been deported.47 To pay for the construction of the concentration camp in Ommen, the banking house of Lippmann & Rosenthal advanced the sum of 150,000 guilders from the assets of dissolved Jewish associations and foundations. The Jewish Council in Amsterdam received grants amounting to 40,000 guilders from this fund, which contained a total of 11 million guilders. The entire persecution of the Jews in Holland was ‘financed from beginning to end with Jewish money’.48


While Jewish shareholders and company owners, skilled tradesmen and merchants were dispossessed by the ‘Aryanization’ of their businesses, ordinary Jewish workers generally lost their jobs. Either they were made redundant when the businesses they worked for were closed down, or they were dismissed by the trustees who now replaced the former owners. In October 1941 Seyss-Inquart published an ordinance that broadly prohibited the employment of Jewish workers except with special permission.49


The expulsion of the Jewish minority from Holland’s economic life soon left the German occupiers facing the same problem they had encountered in Vienna: the Jewish population very quickly became impoverished and dependent upon welfare. Even if it had been possible to fund the welfare payments from plundered Jewish assets, this would have constituted a debit entry in the balance sheet of ‘Aryanization’. The proposals for dealing with the problem had likewise been tried out in Austria already. These required emigrants not only to leave behind a portion of their wealth and assets to fund the care of the poor, but also ‘to take a certain number of penniless Jews with them’.50


The Four-Year Plan


On 31 July 1941 Hermann Göring wrote to Heydrich and instructed him to prepare ‘a complete solution to the Jewish question within the German sphere of influence in Europe’. The order was written under the letterhead of the president of the Reich Defence Council and the Commissioner for the Four-Year Plan. It is commonly claimed that Heydrich took the initiative himself, getting Eichmann to draw up the order and Göring to sign it. Even if this was the case, as Eichmann’s later testimony in Jerusalem asserted, the various options for the ‘final solution of the Jewish question’ had certainly been discussed in Göring’s Four-Year Plan Authority as well. In the period from 1938 to 1941 the Four-Year Plan Authority was involved in all the key decisions relating to anti-Jewish policy, the conduct of the war and the policies of expulsion and annihilation in eastern Europe. Its academic staff saw themselves as a coordinating cadre, an intelligent power centre, an elite that drew up plans, inspired and motivated – but wherever possible delegated the implementation of those plans and the associated administrative tasks to other agencies. The Four-Year Plan Authority had been set up in October 193651 in order to prepare Germany militarily and economically for the war, and in so doing ‘to engage in the political debate aimed at resolving the question of national spheres of influence’.52 The basis for this was a memorandum drafted by Hitler himself in 1936, in which he set out ‘the following mission objectives’: ‘I. The German army must be ready for action in four years’ time. II. The German economy must be on a war footing in four years’ time.’53


Göring’s newly created command centre for economic and social policy was based around a ‘small central office’ with a permanent staff of little more than a hundred. Their role was to oversee the work of the individual economic departments and to offer suggestions to Göring as appropriate ‘for the coordination of individual projects, the remedying of deficiencies and the elimination of danger-points’.54 It was here – and not by Göring himself – that the crucial directives for the running of the war economy were formulated. Göring was one of the most powerful men in the National Socialist state, and yet he was ‘totally dependent on the advice and policies of the “experts” and “advisers”’.55 At the conference on 12 November 1938 he had described himself as ‘not sufficiently versed’ when it came to evaluating economic plans in detail.56


Göring’s function was to make it easier to overcome moral inhibitions and exceed the limits established by legal norms in order to attain political ends. How that was to happen in specific instances, what priorities were to be set and what procedures were to be adopted – such matters were decided by his experts and by the undersecretaries from various government departments, who sat together on the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority.


The Authority’s brief was to create the right conditions for ‘an expansion of the German sphere of influence … in order to supplement the country’s own economic resources from outside as necessary’.57 The architects of the Four-Year Plan Authority presupposed two things: ‘political action that would extend the boundaries of the national state’ and the systematic control and direction of the economy.58 They saw themselves as an ‘economic high command’ – and emphatically not as a cumbersome bureaucracy. They were not interested in taking the detailed decisions ‘with rule and compass’. Their task, rather, was to oversee the big picture, and to guarantee the necessary ‘flexibility of programmes’ in the face of the ‘frequent abrupt changes of mind by the top political leadership’.59


The Four-Year Plan Authority was designed to prepare the German economy for the planned war, to streamline and rationalize it to that end, to ensure an adequate supply of foreign exchange and manpower, and to regulate the relationship between wages and prices.60 It was to monitor the composition of the population, having regard both to its skills training and qualifications and to its capacity for work duties. And finally it was to make sure that the social charge on the state – i.e. the cost of providing welfare support for people who could no longer work – fell rather than rose.


The ideal of an effective command centre was realized to a very high degree in the Four-Year Plan Authority. Here efficiency and professional expertise counted for more than seniority and the bureaucratic pecking order. So it is not surprising that many of the managers who sat at the levers of power were still very young. Barely thirty years old by the end of the war, most of them moved on to a second career without any difficulty at all. Ten years after the defeat of Nazi Germany they were still so enthusiastic about their failed collective enterprise that one of them could write, on the occasion of a nostalgic weekend reunion of former colleagues: ‘My one and only wish is that succeeding generations might once again be entrusted with tasks such as those that we were privileged to fulfil with upright hearts, impassioned energy and painstaking labour.’61


Another member of this circle was Otto Donner, born in 1902. He had trained at the Berlin Institute for Economic Research and at the World Economic Institute in Kiel. From April 1940 to 1943 he worked as personal assistant and close confidant to undersecretary Erich Neumann, the man who attended the Wannsee conference as Göring’s representative. Throughout this period Donner also headed the research bureau for the war economy within the Four-Year Plan Authority – of which more later. One of his tasks in this capacity was to devise a long-term strategy designed to force south-east Europe into a position of absolute economic dependency. Donner was one of the Four-Year Plan’s leading experts on war economies and how to run them. By October 1945 at the latest he was working for the American occupation authorities, who put him in charge of the personnel and administration department of the Economic Division. In 1947 he became a US citizen and a professor in Washington. From 1952 onwards Otto Donner was deputy executive director for the Federal Republic of Germany and Yugoslavia at the International Monetary Fund, and from 1954 until 1968 he was German executive director at the World Bank.


In the summer of 1939, three months before the German invasion of Poland, Donner, then still an assistant secretary in the Ministry of Economic Affairs, calculated the financial requirements of the war. The costs, he warned, could ‘escalate to the point where they are not far short of the general national income in peacetime – and they may even exceed it’.62 But the costs of the war should on no account be financed by inflation, i.e. by simply increasing the money supply. Donner spelled out the facts of economic life: ‘The maximum proportion of the national income from employment that the state can use for its own needs is manifestly equal to the difference between the total national income from employment and the subsistence requirements of the civilian population.’ From this proposition he derived a ‘basic equation for the economy in wartime’: ‘Vst = P – Vz’.63 In other words: ‘Maximum government consumption = national product – civilian subsistence requirements’. According to this principle, the state could increase its war expenditure in inverse proportion to the financial resources consumed by the civilian population. Thus far Donner’s arithmetic and the formula he devised were pretty much a statement of the obvious. But having concluded that the ‘additional financial requirement of the war’ could not be met by increased economic output, he pointed to ‘the need for a drastic curtailment of civilian requirements’. To his mind there was only one question that really mattered: ‘How far can the consumption of the civilian population be cut back in the event of war?’64 One way of cutting back on demand was to lower living standards to the level they had fallen to during the world depression of the early 1930s, which would free up 13 billion Reichsmarks (RM). Donner came up with these figures himself, and called for a propaganda drive to instil the necessary spirit of self-denial: ‘The willingness of the nation to tighten its belt and endure privations is directly related to its mental attitude towards sacrifice and struggle.’


The other option for restricting demand from the civilian population was not spelled out by Donner, although it was implicit in what he was saying. This was the option of distributing goods and services in such a way that the productivity of the working population was maintained on the one hand, while on the other those sections of the population regarded as ‘useless’ or ‘racially inferior’ had to pay a disproportionately high – and for them rapidly fatal – contribution to the costs of the war.


Similar arguments were invoked to justify the annihilation of the mentally ill and the so-called ‘antisocial elements’. The countless thousands of murders that began a few months after the outbreak of war were costed out in terms of the food saved, the hospital beds freed up and the institutional vacancies created. The murder of 70,000 mentally ill patients in the period up to August 1941 yielded a clear profit, according to a statistician who was specifically assigned to do the costings. Projecting the same trend over a ten-year period, the state had saved nearly a billion marks in so-called ‘dead costs’, freeing up these resources for other purposes, namely the financing of the war.65 Such methods for selectively ‘cutting back on civilian demand’ soon became an important regulatory instrument of German financial and social policy in time of war, employed not only against ‘surplus’ persons in Germany, but also, and in particular, against ethnic minorities and certain population groups in eastern Europe.


As Blitzkrieg yielded victory after victory, culminating in the preparations for the attack on the Soviet Union, the workload and importance of the Four-Year Plan Authority grew with every passing month – to the rapturous delight of its economic strategists: ‘In its dynamic forward thrust the Wehrmacht has opened up new horizons for us, giving us freedom of movement and a free hand throughout the major portion of the European continent.’ Admittedly this had made their task of economic planning ‘easier in some ways, more difficult in others’.66


The experts – in this case Otto Donner – saw problems ahead in the form of a deterioration in the food-supply situation. The German war planners had reckoned from the outset with the British naval blockade. The intensive agricultures of Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands were heavily dependent on the import of animal feed-stuffs from overseas. At the same time Donner did not believe that the shortfall could be made up by reliance on the backward, inefficient agricultures of south-east and eastern Europe. The reserves of food that existed there ‘on paper’ could not be tapped during the war because the ‘heavy investment of labour and materials’ that would be required ‘would not bear fruit for many years’. Meanwhile, Donner pointed out, the war was forcing those regions of Europe with a tradition of intensive agriculture to adopt increasingly extensive forms of cultivation. In the long term, therefore, even areas that normally produced a surplus were bound to end up having to import produce.67 This analysis, as we shall show, formed one of the economic cornerstones of the plans for war against the Soviet Union.


With the outbreak of war the Four-Year Plan Authority began to arrogate more and more power to itself at the expense of the Reich Ministry of Economic Affairs. This established the claim to leadership of the ministerial undersecretaries who sat on the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority – not ministers, be it noted, but undersecretaries, representing all the key government departments involved in economic and social policy-making. They justified the expansion of their power by the need ‘to direct all our resources towards the conduct of an extended war’.68 Apart from Göring the general council consisted of eight undersecretaries, the Reich Commissioner for Price Setting, General Georg Thomas, who headed the German High Command’s War Economy Office, and a representative of the NSDAP. Where necessary, leading experts and senior officials from the Ministry of Finance and the Reichsbank could be drafted in to assist the council. This structure confirmed the supremacy of the undersecretaries, who, unlike the ministers for whom they worked, saw themselves as specialists and technocrats. They reported back constantly to the general council about what was going on in their ministries, and as a body they were also empowered to initiate ‘necessary measures’. As members of the general council the undersecretaries actually outranked their own ministers.69


The undersecretaries who sat on the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority were as follows: Herbert Backe (Food and Agriculture), Friedrich Landfried (Ministry of Economic Affairs), Friedrich Syrup (Ministry of Labour), Wilhelm Kleinmann (Ministry of Transport), Friedrich Alpers (Reich Forestry Office) and Wilhelm Stuckart (Ministry of the Interior). The remaining two undersecretaries, Paul Körner and Erich Neumann, represented the Four-Year Plan Authority itself.


At the same time Backe, Landfried, Syrup, Kleinmann and Stuckart each headed their own business unit within the Four-Year Plan Authority, mirroring the remits of their respective ministries. This put them in a position to recruit experts for the work of the Authority from among their own ministerial officials. In this way they were able to underpin their independence from their ministers through personal staff loyalties and thus bypass the ministerial hierarchy.


The de facto chairman of the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority was Paul Körner, Göring’s closest and most intimate colleague. Born in Saxony in 1893, he had joined the NSDAP back in 1926. Since 1933 Körner had been undersecretary at the Prussian Ministry of State, invested with the rank of flight lieutenant in the air force reserve and that of Obergruppenführer (equivalent to a general) in the SS. He acted as Göring’s deputy in all important capacities – and as the real chairman of the Four-Year Plan Authority and its general council. It was Körner who from January 1941 onwards began to push for the rapid modernization of German industry. He argued that the size of the workforce was ultimately limited, and that ‘the continuing rationalization of German industry and the introduction of modern technology [are] to be seen as a task of the highest importance’. That presupposed adequate research and training facilities, but also ‘generous new social policies (…) aimed at maintaining and enhancing the productive capacities of each and every German’. In the general council Körner laboured assiduously to ‘reconcile disparate interests with tact and understanding’.70


Körner delegated wherever he could, and once plans had been formulated he was always happy ‘to leave [their implementation] to the individual departments concerned’. But above all he was a strong believer in the integration of economic and social policy: ‘He always had a clear and just appreciation of the social impact of any measures. A profound awareness of the larger social context and an understanding of socio-political necessities were among his abiding characteristics.’ After 1939 Körner’s workload rapidly assumed ‘continental European dimensions’: ‘From the summer of 1941 onwards Germany was confronted with new economic tasks in the East on a grand scale, in the planning and execution of which the undersecretary – aided by the newly formed “Economic Policy Unit for the East” – was heavily involved.’71 As Göring’s representative he chaired the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority, which from February 1941 onwards was devising a military and economic strategy that deliberately envisaged the death by starvation of millions of people in the Soviet Union. It was Körner, and not the Minister of Labour technically responsible for such matters, who signed the ‘Order concerning the employment of Jews’ published in the Reich Law Gazette. The order was dated 3 October 1941, a matter of days before the first deportations of German Jews ‘to the East’ began. It effectively stripped all those who were due to be deported for forced labour and extermination of any protection under the general labour laws.72 In 1943 Körner actually visited the extermination camp at Auschwitz.73 In 1944, when the Four-Year Plan had long since become an irrelevance, the political scientist Franz Neumann, who had emigrated to the USA, named ‘Paul Körner, undersecretary in the office for the Four-Year Plan’, as one of the National Socialists who ‘wield enormous power because they act as a link between the Party and the remaining sections of the ruling class’.74 The US military tribunal in Nuremberg sentenced him to a jail term of fifteen years. He was pardoned in 1951, and received a state pension until his death in 1957.


The second man behind Göring was Erich Neumann. He was born in 1892, and joined both the NSDAP and the SS in 1933. A lawyer and economist by training, he had gained administrative experience in the Prussian Ministry of Trade and was regarded as a ‘quiet worker’.75 Appointed undersecretary and deputy to Körner in 1938, he dealt with foreign-exchange matters within the Four-Year Plan Authority as well as with ‘special tasks of a general economic nature’. As such his remit also included special responsibility for ‘Jewish affairs’ – i.e. for all economic and foreign-exchange matters arising out of the enforced emigration programme. It was on the strength of this authority that Neumann represented Göring, and hence the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority, at the Wannsee conference on 20 January 1942.


From the time the Four-Year Plan Authority was constituted the experts who worked there viewed the business of preparing the economy for war not just in terms of long-term structural planning and centralization. When it came to husbanding scarce resources they also made demographic selection into a guiding principle. For years the Four-Year Plan Authority played a pivotal role in the policy of discrimination, marginalization and persecution conducted against the Jewish minority. In March 1938 the Commissioner for the Four-Year Plan for the newly annexed Austria issued a directive stating that ‘the Jews [are] to be eliminated from economic life too as quickly as possible’.76 On 26 April Göring, acting in the same capacity, issued the ‘Order concerning the registration of Jewish assets’.77 On 16 December 1938, five weeks after the Air Ministry conference referred to earlier, a meeting ‘on the subject of the Jewish question’ took place in the Ministry of the Interior. Its purpose was to commit all levels of the German state administration to the findings of the November 12 conference. It was noted in the minutes that ‘the Commissioner for the Four-Year Plan’ had now ‘taken central charge’ of Jewish policy and put in hand the ‘expulsion of the Jews from active business life and their transformation to pensioner status’, together with ‘a large-scale campaign to promote emigration’.78


On 24 January 1939 Göring instructed Heydrich to proceed with the establishment of the Reich Bureau for Jewish Emigration. Two days after the capitulation of Poland, on 19 September 1939, the Council of Ministers for the Defence of the Reich and the chief functionaries of the Four-Year Plan, the undersecretaries, together with Heydrich and the heads of the various Reich Ministries under the chairmanship of Göring, debated ‘the question of the population of the future Polish protectorate and the relocation of Jews living in Germany’.79 Two days after that Heydrich issued guidelines for the Einsatzgruppen (special units) of the security police on ‘the Jewish question in the occupied territory’. As ‘the first step towards the final objective’ he named ‘the concentration of the Jews (…) in the larger towns and cities’. Amongst other things the commanders of the special units were instructed to report back on the Aryanization of Jewish businesses and on the possibility of ‘converting businesses to really essential or strategically important production or other work of importance to the Four-Year Plan’. Among the select group to whom this order was copied was undersecretary Neumann of the Four-Year Plan Authority, who was directly concerned with the ‘Jewish question’.80


On 12 February 1940 Göring chaired a high-level meeting on resettlement policy in the newly conquered ‘East’. Those present included ‘all the key figures from the Four-Year Plan Authority’. At this meeting Göring criticized the random deportation of people from the ‘annexed eastern territories’ to the Government General, carried out without clearance from the authorities concerned – particularly as ‘the Poles [are] needed as agricultural workers’. These words put Heinrich Himmler (who was also present) firmly in his place in the presence of middle-ranking section chiefs, even though he conceded at this stage, apropos of ‘the resettlement of the Jews’, that ‘this resettlement should be put in hand according to plan’.81


Six weeks later he withdrew this concession. On 23 March 1940 Göring prohibited the deportation of Jews to the Government General, thereby ensuring that the arguments of the economic experts – who wanted to turn the Government General into a productive ‘satellite of the Reich’ instead of a dumping-ground for deportees – would prevail, at least for the time being. Meanwhile, however, the Four-Year Plan Authority had set up its own organization, the Central Trust Agency for the East, which expropriated all Jewish property in the ‘annexed eastern territories’ with the executive assistance of the SS. The consequence of Göring’s decision was that the Jewish minority in the newly annexed Warthegau was shut up in ghettos from now on. Before long the deportation experts were looking around for alternative dumping-grounds: the conquest of France gave fresh impetus to plans to deport the Jewish population to Madagascar.


On 1 April 1940 a meeting had taken place in the Reich Ministry of the Interior at which representatives of the Four-Year Plan and the Ministries of Finance and Food, as well as the head of the Central Trust Agency for the East, had discussed the establishment of the ghetto in Lódź. It was agreed that the ghetto should ideally be viewed as a temporary solution only, and that ‘the first priority in any event is to evacuate the Jews from Lódź’.82 During the summer months the Foreign Ministry devised a scheme in conjunction with the Central Office for the Security of the Reich, the Four-Year Plan Authority and the Ministry of Propaganda, whereby Jews living within the German sphere of control were to be deported to Madagascar. The Four-Year Plan Authority was responsible for the economic management of the project, from the confiscation of Jewish property and assets to the establishment of a special bank and the calculation of the transport costs.83


Against the background of preparations for war with the Soviet Union General Georg Thomas of the War Economy Office presented a memorandum on 13 February 1941 which examined ‘the effects on the war economy of an operation in the East’. He discussed his conclusions – probably that same day – with Göring’s undersecretaries Neumann and Körner.84 All three men were members of the Four-Year Plan’s general council. At the instigation of another member of the Four-Year Plan staff, Carl Krauch, who was commissioner for special aspects of chemical production, Göring sent an order to Himmler on 26 February 1941 which called for the Jewish population to be evacuated from the town of Auschwitz. At the same time Göring prohibited the deportation of Polish construction workers from this region;85 for there were plans to establish an industrial enclave here, mainly for chemical production, at a safe distance from enemy bombing. On several occasions in May and June the general council of the Four-Year Plan Authority discussed the problem of feeding the population of occupied Europe, working on the assumption that ‘X millions’ of people in the Soviet Union would be deliberately left to starve. On 14 July the Economic Policy Unit for the East, which reported to Göring and shared many of its staff with the Four-Year Plan, called for the ‘early ghettoization’ of the Jews in those areas of the Soviet Union that had been occupied just a few days previously, in order to ‘give the trustworthy local non-Jews a look-in’.86 On 31 July 1941 Körner had a meeting with the aforementioned General Thomas to discuss ‘the question of organization in Russia’. The outcome was an announcement of Göring’s decision: ‘Quarter the Jews in barracks and put them to work in segregated work columns.’87 At the same time undersecretary Backe confirmed at a meeting of the Economic Policy Unit for the East that ‘only very limited supplies [are] available’ to feed the urban population in the occupied parts of the USSR.88 Six weeks later, with logical consistency, Göring formulated a strategy in which starvation became a recognized method of waging war: ‘For economic reasons it is not advisable to take large cities by storm. It is better to encircle and besiege them.’89


In the spring of 1942, following the end of the Blitzkrieg campaigns, the Four-Year Plan Authority was forced to surrender most of its power to Albert Speer’s Ministry, which in the face of impending defeat was charged with concentrating all the nation’s industrial capacities on the production of armaments and other essential war needs. Prior to this, however, Göring and his team had been reviewing industrial efficiency and mapping out a new programme of rationalization. Göring summed up their aim on 7 November 1941: ‘In a nutshell: German industry must be made as efficient and productive as America’s.’ A number of managers at the Four-Year Plan Authority took on other, equally important posts in the period that followed. It was due not least to this that their policy line subsequently prevailed in all the key planning bodies. The newly formed central planning committee within Speer’s Ministry consisted of three men: the Reich Minister for Armaments and War Production Albert Speer, Göring’s undersecretary at the Air Ministry Erhard Milch, and Paul Körner again. The head of the planning office at the Four-Year Plan Authority, Hans Kehrl, was put in charge of Speer’s planning office.


In contrast to the traditional type of bureaucratic and inflexible ministerial official, these undersecretaries and their assistants were able to combine widely divergent social policy and economic considerations with the ‘exigencies of war’ and a far-sighted structural policy. In other words, they did not look at things from the usual blinkered departmental perspective. No expedient was taboo for them, provided only that it did not threaten the ‘morale’ of the German people. Their professional competence and their capacity for interdisciplinary thinking also meant that they could overlook the difference between the planning intelligentsia – i.e. the people who actually came up with the ideas – and the more or less anti-intellectual Nazi leadership, to the point where both groups could get along reasonably well. This made it considerably easier to transgress the limits imposed by morality and legal constraints: force of circumstances legitimized any and every means. The fact that the Wannsee conference was also referred to internally as the ‘meeting of undersecretaries’ is symptomatic of this tendency. The general tone and the technocratic, ‘morality-free’ style of argument adopted by this body are exemplified in the minutes of the meeting of 2 May 1941, which laid down the economic principles on which the war against the Soviet Union would be fought. The minutes are cited here in full:




1. The war can only be continued if Russia supplies the food for the entire German armed forces in the third year of the war.


2. Millions of people will undoubtedly starve if the food supplies necessary to meet our needs are extracted from the country.


3. The top priorities are oil-seeds and oilcake, followed by grain; these must be gathered up and shipped out of the country. The available fats and meat will probably be consumed by our troops.


4. Industry will be allowed to resume work only in those sectors where there are shortages, e.g.


Plants manufacturing vehicles and transport equipment,


plants supplying basic industrial needs (ironworks), textile works,


selected armaments factories, i.e. only those needed to relieve production bottlenecks in Germany.


Repair workshops for the use of the armed forces will need to be opened up in large numbers, of course.


5. Special detachments must be deployed to secure the wide tracts of territory between the main supply routes; the Reich Labour Service or reserve army units could be drafted in, perhaps. It will be necessary to identify those areas that are particularly important and therefore in special need of protection.90





Military security, repair workshops, and the death of millions left to starve: the assembled undersecretaries discussed it all in the same breath, and with the same technocratic detachment.




CHAPTER 2


LOOKING TO THE EAST


Ever since the assumption of power by the National Socialists, economic experts had been working not just on the implementation of ‘Entjudung’ and the rationalization of the German economy, but also on a new economic order for Europe under German control. In the name of this ‘new order’ they drew up plans for breaking Great Britain’s international dominance and curbing France’s influence. Their purpose was to reverse the outcome of the First World War, and in particular its economic legacy. The work and ideas of Anton Reithinger are typical of this endeavour. Reithinger was an expert on eastern Europe and head of the economic research department of I.G. Farben. This was the largest department at the company’s Berlin head office. Its information-gathering went far beyond the immediate interests of a chemical concern to embrace any social, political and economic data that might be useful for the economic and political domination of other countries. The data and reports proved of inestimable value to German ministries and research institutes. By the outbreak of war at the latest Reithinger’s department was operating as a cross between an espionage centre and a political information office, serving various government agencies and the Wehrmacht in addition to the concern’s own internal interests.1


The collapse of Europe’s foreign trade system in the world economic crisis (wrote Reithinger in 1934) ‘has put the problem of a general reordering of European trade relations back at the top of the agenda’.2 This essay was the last in a series of three. In the two preceding pieces Reithinger had looked at Europe’s agricultural system and its demographic situation. When he wrote of ‘a common destiny shared by the nations of Europe’ and of ‘a broad communality of vital interests among the nations living in continental Europe’, without which a political and economic consolidation of Europe would not be possible,3 he was referring to the development and entrenchment of a hierarchy: the countries of south-east Europe were to be cast in the role of suppliers of food and raw materials to Germany, permitted to industrialize only to the point where sales of German industrial exports would not suffer in consequence. But before the European agricultural states could undertake ‘the intensive production of the agricultural products we lack’, Reithinger went on, one problem remained to be solved. Much more serious than the protracted agrarian crisis that had affected the whole of Europe for many years was ‘the rural overpopulation of the entire eastern half of Europe’. In eastern and south-east Europe, he wrote, the population density per square kilometre of agricultural land was twice as high as it was in western, central and northern Europe. On top of that the climate and soil conditions there were much less favourable and the land was farmed extensively rather than intensively. For these reasons yields per unit area in eastern and south-east Europe were ‘only about a third to a half of those obtained in central and western European countries’. Agricultural productivity per head of the rural population, he claimed, was only one-sixth to a quarter of the figure for central and western Europe. He summarized the overall picture as follows: ‘Under these conditions the entire eastern half of Europe is characterized for the most part by extreme poverty and a level of purchasing power among the rural population that is unimaginably low by our standards. This also explains why – in the absence of long-term capital aid from abroad – there has so far been very little in the way of industrial development here.’4 But the efforts of foreign entrepreneurs to invest in Poland or extend credits to the government would be severely curtailed, not least by the ‘unresolved conditions in central Europe’ – in other words, the unstable political situation in 1934 – and would in any event be repeatedly undermined by continuing population growth.5


I.G. Farben had sent Reithinger on a fact-finding tour to Poland in 1932, and here too he had encountered overpopulation, low agricultural productivity and a lack of purchasing power.6 In the report on Poland prepared by the concern’s economic research department in 1938 the main focus was once again on population issues. According to the report, Poland’s population had grown by 27 per cent in seventeen years. This would produce ‘an untenable situation in the long term’ and the risk of serious ‘economic and social upheaval’. ‘Possible options for solving this problem’ were seen ‘in an intensification of agriculture on the one hand and in the siphoning-off of surplus unemployed manpower into an expanding industrial sector on the other. In practice Poland’s lack of capital resources presents an almost insurmountable obstacle to the implementation of such a programme.’7


Two years later an ‘overpopulated’ and ‘underdeveloped’ Poland was forcibly assigned a key role in German plans for a new European order. From the German point of view, the creation of a successful European economic system depended on the modernization and rationalization of the Polish economy, its adaptation to the interests of German capital, the development of the transport infrastructure – but above all on the elimination of rural overpopulation.


Poland on the threshold of industrialization


‘Poland: Key to Europe’ is the title of a study by the American government adviser Raymond Leslie Buell which appeared on the eve of the Second World War.8 Poland then stood on the threshold of industrialization. Construction contracts for infrastructure projects and industrial plant would have offered plenty of opportunities for well-capitalized US firms, if the tense internal political situation and the growing threat from Germany and the Soviet Union had not made the country’s economic future look increasingly uncertain. According to Buell’s analysis, Poland in the second half of the 1930s stood on the brink of civil war. The only way in which the dilemma could be resolved, concluded the American economist, who had travelled to Poland specially from Washington, was by reorganizing the European economy, with Poland as its linchpin – the ‘Key to Europe’.


Many of the crisis symptoms catalogued by Buell are described in similar terms in other contemporary studies by British, French, German or Polish writers.9 On one point in particular they were all in agreement: Poland’s biggest problem was ‘rural overpopulation’.


Poland had been partitioned and ruled for more than a hundred years by Prussia, Austria and Russia, and it was only after the First World War that a Polish national state came into being for the first time. The individual regions had reached different stages of development, the country lacked an integrated infrastructure, and its traditional trade relations with Vienna, St Petersburg and Berlin were suspended. Only some two-thirds of the population thought of themselves as Polish; the remaining third belonged to one or other of various minorities. In 1919 the Polish parliament had passed a land reform bill under pressure from the farmers, and in order to prevent the Russian Revolution from spilling over into Poland. But in the years that followed, the reforms were only tentatively implemented, and many large landowners simply circumvented them.10 So there emerged a class of smallholders who had to get by with less and less land as their inheritance became increasingly divided. In the 1930s Poland’s agrarian planners – in common with their colleagues in other eastern European countries – regarded National Socialist legislation on the hereditary tenure of farmland as a model of its kind. It was designed to sweep away traditional agrarian structures and replace them with a ‘strong farming middle class’, which would provide the regime with its loyal, and above all productive, grass roots.11 The agrarian reform legislation of 1937 represented a first step in this direction.12 When Buell published his study, 70 per cent of Poland’s population were making their living from agriculture. The country’s agricultural land was either concentrated in the hands of a few large landowners or divided up into tiny parcels. To call their owners ‘smallholders’ would already be overstating it. In many cases they had to travel for several hours from home to reach their fields.13


According to Buell, four million Polish ‘farmers’ did not possess any land of their own. For them, their wives and their children, hunger was a daily reality, especially outside the harvest season, when it was almost impossible to find wage work. Polish studies indicate that there was a large element of ‘hidden unemployment’ in the country’s agricultural economy prior to the Second World War. It has been estimated that eight to nine million people, or a third of the rural population (and in some regions as much as a half), could have migrated to the towns and cities without agrarian production being affected in any way.14


Before the First World War many people from Poland’s villages had emigrated overseas or become migrant workers who found work elsewhere in Europe, particularly in Germany and France. With the reassertion of Polish sovereignty after the First World War and the increasingly restrictive immigration policies practised by countries that had traditionally received immigrants in the past, the opportunities for emigration were rapidly curtailed in the 1920s. At the same time the establishment of a Polish national state combined with racism and economic crisis in Europe to persuade many Polish émigrés and their families to return to Poland.15 But in the meantime population growth in Poland was accelerating dramatically: between 1921 and 1937 the population rose from 27 million to 34 million.


The majority of the rural population made just enough money to pay their taxes and supply their own needs, at best producing a small surplus for a very limited regional market. Cash barely featured in this kind of subsistence economy. People either made their own household goods or obtained them by barter in the nearest small town.


According to Buell and other economic strategists, a key obstacle to the raising of agricultural productivity lay in the fact that Poland’s smallholders would not put their surplus earnings – in so far as they had any – to productive use by reinvesting them in the farm enterprise. Instead, as Buell complained, they squandered the money they made in ‘good times’ by increasing their own consumption, dispensing hospitality or giving anything they could spare to the poor.16


Poland’s rural population did not contribute to the accumulation of capital that could have been invested in industry, nor did it buy industrial goods in any significant quantity. Viewed from the perspective of the economic planners, a large section of the Polish population effectively played no part in the economic life of the country – a situation, it was unanimously agreed, that called for ‘the urgent restructuring of the country’s economy and the solution of the population question’.17


The term ‘Bevölkerungsfrage’ – ‘population question’ – is not an objective description of fact but a slogan masquerading as science, whose purpose is to maintain the existing power structure and to explain the resulting crises and problems as the product of ‘overpopulation’. Poland was ruled by a comparatively small semi-feudal upper class and an inflated military and state apparatus. The money to finance this ruling elite came from large landed estates, but more especially from an oppressive regime of indirect and direct taxation and a bizarre system of monopoly pricing for matches, tobacco, sugar, salt and brandy. And if the rural population did not feature in the economy as consumers, it was partly because most industrial goods were too expensive for them anyway, given the low prices paid for agricultural produce. So the fact that they clung to a subsistence economy and settled for producing just enough to cover their own needs was also a reaction to a crisis that had been made worse by the government’s economic policies – a survival strategy, in other words.


But things did not stop at this passive reaction to impoverishment. As early as 1926 the Osteuropäische Korrespondenz, published in Berlin, was complaining about the rising tide of crime fuelled by the poverty and growing political unrest in Poland: ‘The condition of the unemployed is indescribably wretched. It was not the much-vaunted Communist intrigues but hunger that drove the unemployed masses to the recent outrages in Stry, Vilna and Lvov, which could only be suppressed in the blood of the rioters. But the Communists did seize control of these disaffected masses.’ Even mass arrests of Communists (the paper went on) would not suffice to bring the situation under control. In the countryside, too, unrest was growing and spreading with inexorable momentum. The ‘intolerable burden of taxation’ had brought economic ruin to the farming middle class, particularly in eastern Poland. ‘Agricultural productivity is declining steadily. This is compounded by the unresolved problem of the non-Polish village proletariat in the eastern territories of Poland, which is very often unable to get work on the large estates as a result of the agrarian reforms, but cannot acquire land of its own either because the estates are being divided up among the new settlers coming in from the Polish mother country. So both in industry and in agriculture the conditions that presently obtain are precisely those described in Bolshevist ideology as “the objective preconditions for social revolution in an economically backward country”.’ In this situation, the writer continued, the Polish economy had a stark choice between two alternatives: ‘Either inflation – or a foreign loan. The first must inevitably lead to the outbreak of social revolution, while the second will only serve to avert Poland’s internal troubles if the country agrees to accept foreign domination not only in economic matters, but in political matters as well.’18


Poland’s ruling class opted for the second alternative. In May 1926 Józef Piłsudski came to power in a military coup. In 1927 the new government raised a loan of $62 million in the USA. It had to accept interest rates ‘far higher than was normal or supportable’.19


Moreover the government had agreed ‘to give the Americans total control’ over how the money was used.20 On the back of growing foreign indebtedness the Polish economy now enjoyed a two-year boom, which came to an abrupt end in 1929 when agricultural prices plunged on the world market. Prices for industrial goods, on the other hand, continued to rise sharply in the years that followed.21 This situation led to growing dissatisfaction within the country, particularly among Poland’s rural population. In 1931 the Polish government switched to a rigidly deflationary policy. Hardest hit were the rural smallholders and industrial working class, who saw their standard of living fall still further.


In 1932 the popular Galician politician Wincenty Witos, leader of the Peasant Party and former prime minister,22 painted a gloomy picture of the situation:




The standard of living in our villages has declined. Even well-to-do households can no longer afford sugar in many cases. And people are even saving on salt. Splitting matches into several pieces, using a flint to strike a spark, carrying glowing coals from one house to another in a bucket – these are everyday and commonplace occurrences in our villages. (…) Tuberculosis has reached epidemic proportions. Despite the winter weather people are walking around without boots; they lack essential items of linen, and are obliged to make do with rags left over from better times. (…) A large proportion of the young adult population cannot find work any more. Their aspirations for a decent life are making them a thorn in the side of their families, a burden unto themselves, and in many cases a dangerous breeding-ground for subversion.23





The situation was little better in the towns and cities. In 1935 approximately 40 per cent of workers’ families could no longer feed themselves adequately on their incomes.24 Although the years that followed were marked by an upturn in many areas of the economy, mass poverty continued to increase in Poland. By the spring of 1939, according to Buell’s figures, a quarter of the Polish population was living on the brink of starvation.25


In 1936 the government approved a programme of economic reform whose centrepiece was the development of a new industrial region in central Poland in the vicinity of Sandomierz.26 The project was clearly aimed in part at bolstering the country’s defence industry, but its main purpose was to transfer large sections of the population out of agriculture and into manufacturing industry.27 The experiment never got beyond the planning stage. To create jobs in domestic industry for a substantial number of people who were deemed ‘surplus to requirement’ in the agricultural sector would have required massive investment – and the capital was simply not available. All alternative plans to redirect the rural ‘population surplus’ into other forms of work, i.e. to relocate them to the towns and cities and find productive employment for them there, fell foul of another structurally conditioned obstacle: the skilled trade and commercial sectors in the towns and cities were already regarded as ‘oversubscribed’, i.e. by any rational economic reckoning there were already more tradesmen and small traders than were needed to supply the needs of the urban population.


Under these conditions the crisis worsened. In 1936 the rural population embarked on a series of violent protests against the rising tide of impoverishment and destitution. The demonstrations began in Galicia and spread throughout central Poland; according to newspaper reports 120,000 smallholders took part,28 and very soon they were joined by sections of the urban working class. They demanded that the estates of the large landowners be broken up and redistributed. When the situation grew even worse in 1937, following a failed harvest, the Galician farmers responded with a ten-day strike. They boycotted deliveries of food to the towns and blocked the access routes. Workers in Cracow organized sympathy strikes. The authoritarian Polish regime reacted true to form. The leaders of the People’s Party were arrested29 and the police were ordered to put down the disturbances in the villages by force. ‘A series of armed clashes took place, in which the number of dead undoubtedly exceeded the figure of forty-two claimed by the government.’30
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