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Abstract

This paper examines how Adolf Hitler’s regime—through ideological persecution, autarkic economic strategies,
and militaristic mobilization—transformed domestic commerce and foreign trade in Germany from 1933 to 1945.
Key mechanisms included 'Aryanization’ to expel Jews from economic life, the New Plan (1934) and bilateral
clearing agreements to manage scarce foreign exchange, the Four-Year Plan (1936) to build autarkic capability,
and wartime occupation policies based on plunder and forced labour. While these policies delivered short-term
gains for rearmament, they inflicted long-term distortions, asset destruction, and economic collapse. It also
analyzes the mechanisms of exclusion, expropriation, and state control — including Aryanization, autarky and the
Four Year Plan, wartime economic planning, and the exploitation of occupied territories — and traces their
short-term disruptions and long-term structural consequences.
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Introduction

The Holocaust was a systematic persecution of six million Jews, Romani, disabled, Slavic, and political dissidents
by Nazi Germany between 1941 and 1945., involving discriminatory laws, forced deportations, and extermination
centers.

Adolf Hitler, leader of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi Party), rose to power in Germany in
1933 and became dictator of the Third Reich. Driven by an ideology of racial hierarchy, antisemitism, and
territorial expansion, Hitler sought to establish a racially “pure” empire. His policies sparked World War II,
devastated Europe, and culminated in the Holocaust, one of the darkest chapters in human history.

Nazism’s economic governance fused racial ideology with militarization. Anti-Jewish laws dismantled entire
sectors of German commercial life, while foreign policy turned sharply toward self-sufficiency and strategic
exploitation. Together, these forces restructured commerce into a tool of ideological enforcement and war
preparation. The Nazi regime profoundly reshaped the European economy through policies that dismantled
existing commercial networks, redirected resources to military ends, and systematically dispossessed large
sections of the population, especially Jews.

Review of Literature

This literature review explores the impact of Hitler's policies on trade and commerce during the Holocaust. It
focuses on five main themes: macroeconomic evaluations, ideology influence, Aryanization, foreign trade
manipulation, and wartime extraction. The review reveals an economic system subjugated to racial oppression and
military rearmament, leading to mobilization but long-term destabilization. The review uses central bank archives,
corporate data, and trade records to examine how commercial activities were restructured to support the
armaments state.

Barkai and colleagues examine how vdlkisch nationalism, corporatism, and antisemitism were used to achieve
racial and strategic objectives in the German regime. Jewish-owned properties were seized, leading to reduced
entrepreneurial diversity and consolidation. Schacht's 1934 New Plan rationed foreign exchange, resulting in
increased reliance on German demand.

Gross, Stephen. (2018). The Nazi Economy. 10.1002/9781118936894.ch16, In this research artical examines
how four key issues — imperialism, crises and foreign trade, state control of private industry, and ‘Aryanization’ —
influenced economic development during the Third Reich, and how understanding their interconnections can shed
light on the factors behind Germany's recovery from the Great Depression, the willingness of its business elite to
cooperate with the Nazis, and Hitler's choice to pursue a war of conquest. It posits that the Nazis established a
heavily managed — at times forcefully — capitalist economy, characterized by cronyism and oriented towards
imperialistic ambitions, military production, and the exploitation of Jews.

The Third Reich’s Macroeconomic Policies: Enablers Of Genocide By Adam W. Grein li, Major, U.S.
Army B.S. Black Hills State University, Spearfish, South Dakota, 2000 Master of Public Administation,
Columbus State University, Columbus, Georgia, 2003, A thesis presented to the Faculty of the U.S. Army
Command and General Staff College in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree, The Nazis
exploited a macroeconomic relationship to gain dominance over the German population, leading to a massive
campaign of terror to control resources and power. Economic instability and natural resource limitations allowed
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the Nazis to blame and persecute minorities, leading to mass atrocities. Allied officers were not equipped with
understanding of the Jewish Holocaust, and the Nazis exploited these strategies to rally a nation around racial
ideology and ultimately, genocide.
Aalders, Gerard and Cees Wiebes. The art of concealing ownership: the clandestine partnership and
safeguarding of the German wartime industry by neutral countries: the example of Sweden. Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press and the Netherlands State Institute for War Documentation, 1996. v, 210 pp.
The authors examine the actions of Swedish entrepreneurs, representing "neutral" financial institutions and
companies, who collaborated with their German counterparts; particular attention is given to the Wallenberg
family and their Stockholm Enskilda Bank. The practice of cloaking, or obscuring the true Nazi ownership of
businesses from Allied forces, is highlighted, along with how neutral banks, including Enskilda, facilitated the
disposal of assets looted from occupied regions or from Jewish individuals.
Richard J. Overy's article "Making a Killing: The Economics of the Holocaust" explores the economic
pressures and forced transfer of Jewish-owned businesses during the Nazi regime.
The article "Economy of Nazi Germany" analyzes Hitler's regime's economic regulation, monopolistic practices,
and exclusion of Jews and other targeted groups from trade and commercial interactions.
"Bibliography on Trade with the Third Reich" (National Archives) , This bibliography offers important
archival sources for research on the trade policies, economic exploitation, and commercial activities of Nazi
Germany during the Holocaust.
Objective
1. This research investigates how Hitler’s economic and racial policies during the Holocaust transformed
German trade and commerce.
2. Examines the exclusion of Jews from business, Nazi autarky, international boycotts, and wartime plunder.
3. Determine how these policies undermined Germany’s traditional commercial systems and reshaped its
economic landscape.
Research Methodology
This study follows a historical-analytical approach:
1. Primary Sources— Nazi decrees on Aryanization, records of confiscated Jewish property, wartime trade
statistics, and Allied reports on German commerce.
2. Secondary Sources— Scholarly works on Nazi economics, Holocaust studies, and international trade
history (e.g., Tooze, Aly, Hilberg).
3. Comparative Method— Examining pre-Holocaust, Holocaust-era, and post-war trade conditions to
identify changes
Synthesis and research gaps
The literature agrees that Nazi trade and commerce policy subordinated economic rationality to racial ideology
and military mobilization. Short-run outcomes—reduced unemployment, rearmament, redirected trade—came
with steep costs: misallocation, suppressed consumption, and the destruction of social and commercial capital.
Quantified partner-by-partner trade series under clearing, causal links from local ‘Aryanization’ episodes to
sectoral productivity, and household-level incidence of plunder remain underdeveloped. Future work should
combine digitized restitution files, firm ledgers, and customs data with structural models that embed clearing
frictions and coerced labor into effective prices.
Effect of the First World War (1914-1918) on Trade and Commerce in Germany
The First World War had a catastrophic effect on Germany's trade and commerce, isolating its economy and
causing extreme shortages. Germany, which had been an industrial powerhouse with a globally diversified trade
network before the war, saw its economy shrink by an estimated one-third. The Allied blockade proved
devastating, and the war efforts caused severe domestic turmoil, shortages, and a collapse of the currency that
would later become hyperinflation.
Impact during the war (1914-1918)
In 1914, the British Royal Navy imposed a naval blockade on Germany, isolating the nation that relied heavily on
imports. This led to a drop in imports of essential commodities, forcing Germany to rely on its stockpiles and
chemical industry for substitute materials. Additionally, Germany lost access to trading partners and lost over half
of its exports.
Reorientation of the economy for total war
The German government implemented measures to control the economy, including the Hindenburg Programme in
1916, which shifted resources from consumer goods to weaponry, leading to shortages for civilians and depleted
the workforce, particularly in agriculture.
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Trade and Commerce Before the Holocaust (pre-1933 — early 1930s)

Before the Holocaust, Jewish people were an integral part of European trade and commerce, with economic roles
that varied by country and community. Throughout centuries of migration and shifting political climates, many
were concentrated in finance, craftsmanship, and small business. However, widespread antisemitism and specific
legal restrictions shaped their economic lives and ultimately enabled their targeted persecution by the Nazis.

Early history and economic specialization

Jewish communities, such as the Radhanites, established themselves along trade routes throughout Europe. Anti-
Jewish policies in Europe restricted Jews from owning land, farming, or joining craft guilds, leading to them
becoming indispensable to the economy. Jewish financiers provided essential funds to nobles and developing
industries, causing resentment and perpetuating the stereotype that Jews dominate global finance.

Jewish economic life in Germany and Poland

Before WWII, German Jews were a small, integrated community with a predominantly urban economy. They
were active in trade, banking, and retail, but less in agriculture and heavy industry. Jewish assets in 1938
constituted only 0.9% to 1.6% of private capital. Poland, home to the largest Jewish community in Europe, faced
poverty and economic discrimination in the 1930s, exacerbating their already challenging economic
circumstances.

Nazi laws directly targeted Jewish businesses and assets during the holocaust:-

During the 1930s, several significant Nazi laws were enacted that specifically aimed at targeting Jewish

businesses and assets, facilitating the process of exclusion and confiscation: 1. Law for the Restoration of the

Professional Civil Service (April 7, 1933) :-

1. This legislation barred Jews from holding positions in the civil service, including roles in public office and
professions such as law and education, thereby restricting Jewish involvement in commerce and
administration.

2. Nazi Boycott of Jewish Businesses (April 1, 1933) :-This event, organized as a nationwide boycott lasting
one day, focused on Jewish-owned enterprises, with SA members stationed outside stores to intimidate
customers, signifying economic exclusion, although it was initially less impactful.

3. Nuremberg Laws (September 15, 1935) :-These laws imposed a racial definition of Jews and prohibited
them from engaging in various economic activities and professions. They created a legal basis for wider
disenfranchisement, social segregation, and the loss of economic rights.

4. Decree on the Utilization of Jewish Property (December 3, 1938):-This decree made the Aryanization
process (the forced transfer of Jewish businesses to non-Jewish individuals) mandatory, put deadlines in
place for the sale or closure of Jewish enterprises, permitted the appointment of state trustees to supervise
the procedure, and imposed substantial taxes on Jewish assets. It also imposed restrictions on Jewish
ownership of properties, stocks, and valuable metals.

5. Aryanization Policies and Asset Seizures (1937-1939):-A series of increasingly stringent laws compelled
Jews to exit the economic sector by confiscating their enterprises and properties, mandating sales at prices
below market value, and prohibiting Jews from participating in numerous trades.

6. Kiristallnacht (November 9-10, 1938):-While not an official law, this state-sanctioned pogrom led to the
devastation of Jewish businesses, synagogues, and residences, followed by arrests and further confiscation
of properties.

Collectively, these laws and occurrences provided legal endorsement and means for the exclusion,
economic marginalization, and confiscation of Jewish business owners and their properties throughout the 1930s
in Nazi Germany.

Hitler's policies about trade and commerce during the holocaust
Hitler’s trade and commerce policies during the Holocaust were mainly aimed at supporting the Nazi regime’s
overarching objectives of economic revitalization, military buildup, and racial ideology, significantly transforming
both Germany’s economy and the economic circumstances of the territories under occupation.
Nazi Economic Policies:
¢ Recovery & Self-Sufficiency: Hitler's regime revitalized the German economy through public works, job
creation, and rearmament, aiming for economic independence in preparation for war.
e Corporate Ties & Control: The Nazis fostered close ties with corporations, privatized industries,
dismantled unions, and regulated wages, benefiting businesses through state-led initiatives.
e Aryanization: Jewish businesses were seized, transferring wealth and influence to "Aryan" Germans and
favored companies.
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o Exploitation of Occupied Lands: Conquered territories were forced to supply Germany with resources at
minimal cost, supporting the German war effort through economic control.
¢ Four-Year Plan: Launched in 1936, this plan prioritized rapid rearmament and resource allocation for war,
often at the expense of civilian goods and worker welfare.
e Labor Control: The regime controlled workers by banning collective bargaining and regulating wages,
leading to worsened conditions and reduced disposable income, especially during the war.
The Nazi regime and the destruction of Jewish economic life:- The Nazi regime systematically destroyed
Jewish economic life through targeted dispossession. Beginning in 1933, Jews were pressured to sell businesses at
drastically reduced prices. After Kristallnacht in 1938, "Aryanization" forced the sale or closure of nearly all
Jewish-owned businesses, including intellectual property. Mandatory naming laws ("Israel," "Sara") further
facilitated property confiscation. During the war, the Nazi economy was fueled by the looting of Jewish assets
across occupied Europe, enriching the regime. This economic destruction aimed at "extermination through labor,"
with corporations like IG Farben and Krupp exploiting forced Jewish labor in concentration camps, often resulting
in death.
How did corporations profit from forced labor during the Holocaust?
During the Holocaust, corporations benefited from forced labor by taking advantage of millions of prisoners—
including Jews, Poles, Soviet POWs, and others—who were enslaved and compelled to work in factories, mines,
and construction sites under harsh conditions. The Nazi regime leased prisoners from concentration camps as
inexpensive labor to private enterprises, which paid minimal fees to the state while obtaining access to nearly
slave labor with virtually no wage expenses.
Ways Corporations Profited from Forced Labor
1. Affordable and Plentiful Labor:- Forced labor supplied companies with a vast workforce at remarkably low
costs, as prisoners were compensated minimally or not at all and endured severe, often fatal, conditions. This
significantly lowered labor expenses while maximizing production output for industries vital to the Nazi war
effort.
2. Major Industrial Companies Involved:- Numerous prominent German corporations, such as IG Farben,
Krupp, Siemens, and Heinkel, took advantage of forced laborers. For example, IG Farben constructed a chemical
facility near Auschwitz and employed thousands of prisoners, many of whom perished due to the harsh
conditions. Krupp utilized slave labor to manufacture weapons and tanks. Siemens employed prisoners for
production and contributed to the construction of genocidal infrastructure, including gas chambers.
3. Integration with Military Production :- companies manufactured armaments, chemicals, vehicles, and other
products critical to the German war machine. The forced labor system facilitated the expansion of military
production without raising labor costs, thereby directly boosting corporate profits during the war.
4. Collaboration with Nazi Authorities:-Industrial executives worked in close partnership with the SS and Nazi
officials, frequently convening with Heinrich Himmler to organize the recruitment and utilization of camp
prisoners for labor. This collaboration guaranteed a consistent supply of forced laborers and advantageous
conditions for the participating companies.
5. Minimal Post-War Accountability:-Although a few corporate leaders faced trials and were convicted at
Nuremberg, the majority were released within a few years and either maintained or even augmented their
corporate influence. Numerous companies provided minimal reparations, allowing much of the profits derived
from forced labor to remain legally and financially unchallenged.
Forced labor during the Holocaust allowed corporations to achieve significant profits by utilizing a captive and
exploited workforce for their war-related production, while also directly contributing to the mechanisms of Nazi
persecution and genocide.
Effect of Hitler's policies on trade and commerce during the holocaust
Hitler's trade and commerce policies, especially the "Aryanization" of Jewish enterprises, the exploitation of
occupied regions, and the extensive use of forced labor, resulted in devastating and catastrophic consequences
across Europe. These policies led to the impoverishment of the Jewish community, the plundering of conquered
countries for resources, and ultimately set the stage for Germany's economic and military downfall.
1. Effects of "Aryanization" on German and Jewish economies
The annihilation of Jewish livelihoods: The compulsory expropriation and sale of businesses owned by Jews led
to the impoverishment of Germany's Jewish community, which had previously maintained a substantial role in
trade, retail, and industry. By the conclusion of 1938, the majority of Jewish enterprises had either ceased
operations or been transferred to non-Jewish proprietors. The revenues from these forced sales were frequently
seized by the government.

©Copyright 2024 ADRJ. All Rights Reserved www.admrj.com Page 144



Akshardhara Research Journal

Single Blind Peer-Reviewed & Refereed International Research Journal
E ISSN -3048-8095 / Bimonthly / SJIF Impact- 3.4 / September-2025/ Special Issue 02 Volume I (A)

Adverse effects on German corporations: A study conducted in 2020 by the Becker Friedman Institute revealed
that companies that lost Jewish executives faced ongoing declines in stock prices, dividends, and asset returns.
The total market capitalization of German companies decreased by approximately 1.8% of Germany's Gross
National Product as a direct consequence of the expulsion of skilled Jewish managers.

Enrichment of Nazi elites: Prominent German corporations and Nazi officials were the main beneficiaries of the
process known as "Aryanization," acquiring assets at a mere fraction of their actual worth. This enabled
companies such as IG Farben and Deutsche Bank to significantly enhance their operations and wealth.
Destitution and death for Jews: The policy ultimately facilitated emigration through persecution, yet many Jews
were left without the resources necessary to leave. This rendered them increasingly susceptible to the Nazi regime,
which would ultimately execute them as part of the "Final Solution."

2.Exploitation of occupied territories

German wartime strategy exploited occupied nations' economies, with consequences varying based on Nazi racial
ideology. Occupied territories were forced to sell resources and goods to Germany at low prices; for example,
France dedicated two-thirds of its trains to German transport in 1941. Eastern Europe, deemed racially inferior,
suffered extreme plunder, mass fatalities, and long-term economic devastation. Western Europe, while
experiencing shortages and production declines, faced a less severe economic downturn, enabling faster postwar
recovery.

3.Effects of forced and slave labour

Forced labor expanded during the war to address labor shortages, utilizing kidnapped foreigners, concentration
camp detainees, and prisoners of war. This dehumanizing system subjected workers to horrific conditions,
starvation, and mistreatment, leading to millions of deaths through "extermination through labour." By 1944,
forced labor comprised a quarter of Germany's workforce, vital to its industry and war economy, which would
have collapsed without it. Major German corporations like Siemens and Volkswagen profited significantly from
this exploitation.

4.Consequences for the Nazi regime

Hitler's economic strategies, despite initial gains, proved detrimental to the Third Reich. Exploitation of
conquered nations disrupted economies and supply chains, while destruction in the East hindered productivity.
Military expansion, financed by deficit spending, relied on exploiting conquered territories, a plan that failed as
the war turned against Germany. Allied bombing further crippled German industry and infrastructure, leading to
economic collapse by late 1944 due to its reliance on appropriated resources and labor.

After the Holocaust (Post-1945) trade and commerce after holocaust in Germany:- After the Holocaust and
World War II, Germany's economy was completely shattered, and its subsequent recovery was profoundly
influenced by the Cold War and the lasting impact of its Nazi past. The post-war era saw the Allies dismantling
German industry and imposing reparations, followed by a dramatic divergence in the economies of the split East
and West Germany.

Economic collapse and Allied reparations ;- World War Il devastated Germany's economy, crippling industry
and food production while destroying cities. The Allies aimed to prevent future German aggression by
dismantling military factories and extracting reparations. The Soviets, in particular, seized industrial resources,
railways, and intellectual property. In the Soviet-occupied east, double-tracked railways were converted to single
tracks and moved to the USSR.

Findings
1. Aryanization destroyed Jewish economic participation, eliminating a vital part of German and European trade
networks.

2. International trade declined sharply due to boycotts, sanctions, and Hitler’s push for self-sufficiency.

3. Commerce shifted from fair exchange to exploitation, as Nazi Germany plundered occupied territories instead
of engaging in international markets.

4. Domestic trade networks collapsed due to shortages, bombing destruction, and the loss of skilled
entreprencurs.

5. By 1945, Germany’s commerce was devastated, setting the stage for Allied reconstruction through the
Marshall Plan in West Germany.

Conclusion

Hitler’s economic policies redefined commerce as a weapon of racial cleansing and militarization. Aryanization

destroyed Jewish economic life, the New Plan and clearing agreements rerouted international trade, the Four-Year

Plan prioritized militarized autarky, and wartime occupation imposed extractive trade models. While these

policies facilitated rapid rearmament, they incurred enormous economic, social, and moral costs—and ultimately
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contributed to systemic collapse. Nazi economic policy not only redirected resources to the military but also
caused significant contractions in civilian trade and commerce. The confiscation of assets, collapse of imports,
and large-scale extraction from occupied territories contributed to severe market dislocation. Hitler's Holocaust-
era economic policies excluded Jewish and minority businesses, prioritized military buildup and self-sufficiency,
exploited occupied lands, and fused state, corporate, and Nazi ideology to strengthen supremacy and prepare for
war.
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