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The existing historiography of the Nazi war economy relies to a remarkable extent on a single source. With suitable arithmetic manipulation Wagenfuehr’s data on industrial production and employment can be made to show both that the German economy was undermobilized in the early years of the war (the Blitzkrieg thesis advanced by Milward) and that since labour was mobilized and armaments production did not rise proportionally, labour productivity in armaments production must have plunged (the polycratic inefficiency thesis favoured by Overy and Mueller). On closer inspection, however, both Wagenfuehr’s production index and his employment figures are suspect. On the production side Wagenfuehr’s data understate the footprint of the Wehrmacht in the German economy. His armaments index requires careful reinterpretation and extension, if it is to provide an adequate description of arms production before 1942. At the same time Wagenfuehr’s indices understate the level of investment in German industry. Combining these biases his index seriously understates the output of the all-important metalworking sector early in the war. Added to which his employment data exaggerate the degree of conversion to military production in the early years of the war. The result is a highly distorted picture of the performance of German industry between 1939 and 1942. As an alternative this paper proposes that we make use of the comprehensive estimates of industrial turnover, value added and turnover compiled by German industrial statisticians in collaboration with the research teams of the United States Strategic Bombing Survey. These suggest a far more plausible story about the development of German industrial production between 1939 and 1942, which avoids the implausible choice - between undermobilization or productivity disaster - that dominates the existing literature. Output in the hard core of the German war effort grew rapidly in the early years of the war on the back of a huge surge in armaments production and investment. Contrary to Wagenfuehr’s claim that armaments output plateaued between 1940 and 1941 the overall index increased, with large increases in the production of weapons, naval vessels and tanks, offsetting the deliberate scaling back of ammunition production after the unexpected Blitzkrieg victory in France. It is possible that there were teething problems in firms newly coming into armaments production. However, overall productivity in metalworking increased quickly between 1939 and 1942 as labour became scarce, new capacity came on line and producers benefited from learning curve effects. There was no botched mobilization of the German economy before February 1942. And it follows that there was no room for an “armaments miracle” under Speer.

