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The German Economy at War: Alan S. Milward

Alan S. Milward’s seminal work, "The German Economy at War," provides a profound analysis of the
economic dynamics underpinning Nazi Germany’s wartime efforts. In this comprehensive study,
Milward examines the complexities of economic policies, production capabilities, and resource
allocation that were pivotal in sustaining Germany's war machine during World War Il. The book
delves into how the German economy was not merely a backdrop to military operations but an active
participant in the strategies and outcomes of the war.

Introduction to the German Economy at War

Milward's analysis extends beyond mere statistics and economic theory; it reflects on the societal,
political, and military contexts that shaped the German economy during this tumultuous period. By
synthesizing a wealth of primary sources, Milward offers insights into the decision-making processes
that impacted Germany’s economic strategy.

The Economic Framework of Nazi Germany

To understand the German economy at war, it is essential to first explore the economic framework
established under the Nazi regime.

The Pre-War Economy

Before the war, the German economy was characterized by:

- Rearmament: A significant portion of Germany’s economic resources was directed towards building
a formidable military force.

- State Control: The Nazi regime implemented extensive state control over the economy, including
price controls and labor mobilization.

- Autarky Goals: Efforts were made to achieve economic self-sufficiency to reduce reliance on foreign
powers.

Mobilization for War

As World War Il commenced, the economic mobilization intensified. Key strategies included:

1. War Economy Planning: The establishment of various agencies to coordinate wartime production.
2. Labor Utilization: Mobilization of both male and female labor forces, along with the exploitation of
forced labor from occupied territories.



3. Technology and Innovation: Investment in military technology and infrastructure, which included
advancements in weaponry and logistics.

Economic Policies during Wartime

Milward meticulously outlines the economic policies adopted by the Nazi regime throughout the war.

Centralized Economic Control

The government exercised tight control over economic activities, which included:

- Rationing: Essential goods were rationed to ensure that the military received priority supplies.
- Price Controls: To combat inflation and maintain public morale, the regime enforced strict price
controls on consumer goods.

- Resource Allocation: Strategic allocation of resources aimed at maximizing military output.

Industrial Output and War Production

Milward highlights the significant changes in industrial output as Germany geared up for war. Key
points include:

- Increased Production: The production of armaments and military vehicles surged, often exceeding
pre-war levels.

- Collaboration with Industries: The regime fostered partnerships with industrialists to boost wartime
production, leading to innovations in manufacturing processes.

The Role of Occupied Territories

One of the most critical aspects of the German wartime economy was the exploitation of occupied
territories.

Resource Extraction

The Nazis systematically extracted resources and labor from occupied countries, which included:

- Coal and Steel: Key industrial inputs were sourced from regions like the Ruhr Valley and Polish
territories.

- Agricultural Products: The regime commandeered food supplies to sustain the German population
and military.



Labor Exploitation

The use of forced labor became a cornerstone of the German war economy. Notable elements
include:

- Diverse Workforce: The workforce comprised prisoners of war, concentration camp inmates, and
civilians from occupied regions.

- Economic Impact: The exploitation of foreign labor significantly bolstered production capacities but
also led to severe human rights violations.

Challenges and Limitations of the Wartime Economy

Despite the initial successes, the German wartime economy faced numerous challenges.

Logistical Difficulties

As the war progressed, logistical issues became increasingly pronounced:
- Supply Chain Disruptions: Allied bombings targeted key industrial sites and transportation networks,
crippling supply chains.

- Resource Scarcity: As the war dragged on, Germany faced shortages in essential materials, such as
oil and rubber.

Economic Inefficiencies

Milward points out several inefficiencies within the Nazi economic system, including:

- Bureaucratic Obstacles: The centralized control often resulted in bureaucratic delays and
inefficiencies in production processes.

- Lack of Coordination: The various agencies responsible for war production often operated in silos,
leading to misallocation of resources.

The Decline of the German Economy

By the latter stages of the war, the German economy began to show signs of significant decline.

Impact of Allied Bombing Campaigns

The relentless bombing campaigns waged by the Allies had devastating effects on the German
economy:



- Destruction of Infrastructure: Key industrial facilities and transportation networks suffered extensive
damage, crippling production capabilities.

- Disruption of Civilian Life: Rationing and scarcity of goods led to widespread discontent and unrest
among the civilian population.

Military Overreach

Milward argues that military overreach also played a critical role in the German economic decline:

- Resource Allocation for Military Overreach: The regime’s relentless pursuit of military objectives
drained resources from essential domestic needs.

- Failure to Secure Necessary Resources: Strategic failures in key battles, such as Stalingrad, hindered
access to vital resources.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the German Economy at War

Alan S. Milward's "The German Economy at War" offers a crucial understanding of how economic
factors influenced the broader trajectory of World War Il. His analysis reveals that while the Nazi
regime initially succeeded in mobilizing the economy for war, systemic inefficiencies, logistical
challenges, and military overreach ultimately led to its undoing.

The insights derived from Milward’s work remain relevant today, as they highlight the intricate
relationship between economic policies and military outcomes. As such, this comprehensive study
serves as a vital resource for historians, economists, and anyone interested in understanding the
multifaceted impacts of war on national economies. Through a nuanced exploration of the German
economy during World War II, Milward not only contributes to the field of economic history but also
sheds light on the broader implications of state-controlled economies in times of conflict.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Alan S. Milward's 'The German
Economy at War'?

Milward argues that the German economy was able to sustain itself during World War Il through a
combination of state intervention, exploitation of occupied territories, and the mobilization of labor
and resources.

How did the German government finance its war efforts
according to Milward?

The German government financed its war efforts through a mix of war bonds, increased taxation, and
the appropriation of resources from occupied countries.



What role did the Wehrmacht play in the German economy
during the war?

The Wehrmacht played a crucial role in the German economy by not only serving as the military force
but also by facilitating the extraction of resources and labor from occupied territories.

How did Milward describe the impact of the war on German
industrial production?

Milward notes that while the war initially boosted industrial production, it later faced challenges due
to resource shortages, bombing raids, and the overall strain of prolonged conflict.

What were some economic strategies employed by the Nazis
as described in Milward's work?

The Nazis employed strategies such as centralized economic planning, forced labor, and the use of
slave labor from concentration camps to maximize production for the war effort.

In what ways did the war affect the German workforce
according to Milward?

The war significantly altered the German workforce by necessitating the recruitment of women,
foreign workers, and prisoners of war, leading to a more diverse but heavily exploited labor pool.

What critique does Milward offer regarding the Nazi economic
policies during the war?

Milward critiques the Nazi economic policies for being unsustainable in the long run, as they relied
heavily on exploitation and did not create a viable economic structure for post-war recovery.

How did the concept of 'total war' influence the German
economy according to Milward?

The concept of 'total war' led to a complete mobilization of the economy, where civilian industries
were repurposed for military production, significantly altering the economic landscape.

What lessons can be drawn from Milward's analysis of the
German economy at war?

Milward's analysis highlights the importance of state intervention in wartime economies, the
consequences of exploitation, and the challenges of sustaining economic growth during prolonged
conflict.

How has Milward's work been received in historical and



economic scholarship?

Milward's work has been influential in both historical and economic scholarship, prompting debates
about the role of the economy in wartime strategy and the relationship between military and
economic power.
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