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Abstract 

This paper addresses the relationship between the particular development of the concepts of 

autarky (Autarkie) and “economy of the extended space” (Großraumwirtschaft) in the German-

speaking world and the framing of foreign economic relations between Germany and Brazil in 

the 1930s. According to this “autarkic” way of conceiving of international economic relations, 

in order to thrive an economy has to be autonomous regarding its supply of necessary inputs. In 

this scheme, Brazil was supposed to play a strategic role, as a producer of raw materials and 

agricultural goods for the German economy. The choice of Karl Ritter, an expert in economic 

matters and not actually a diplomat, as German ambassador to Brazil is representative of this 

strategy. Furthermore, proposals presented in the Annual Reports transmitted to the Auswärtiges 

Amt by the German Embassy in Rio de Janeiro encouraged, for example, the negotiation of 

bilateral trade agreements and the expansion of the Brazilian production of cotton, an input 

highly demanded by Germany at the time. 

 

Keywords: autarky, extended economic space, Germany-Brazil relations, National-Socialist 

foreign policy, Karl Ritter 

 

 

Estratégias econômicas alemãs para o Brasil: autarquia e “espaço econômico amplo” nos 

anos 1930  

 

Resumo 

Este artigo aborda a relação entre a peculiar trajetória dos conceitos de autarquia (Autarkie) e 

“economia de espaço amplo” (Großraumwirtschaft) no mundo germânico e a estruturação das 

relações econômicas entre a Alemanha e o Brasil nos anos 1930. De acordo com essa forma 

“autárquica” de ver as relações econômicas internacionais, para prosperar uma economia deve 

ser autônoma no que se refere ao seu abastecimento de insumos essenciais. Nesse esquema, o 

Brasil deveria desempenhar um papel estratégico, como produtor de matérias-primas e bens 

agrícolas para economia alemã. A escolha de Karl Ritter, um especialista em assuntos 

econômicos (e não exatamente um diplomata de carreira) como embaixador no Brasil é 

ilustrativa dessa estratégia. Além disso, propostas formuladas nos Relatórios Anuais enviados 

pela Embaixada do Rio de Janeiro ao Auswärtiges Amt encorajavam, por exemplo, a negociação 

de acordos bilaterais de comércio e a expansão da produção brasileira de algodão, um insumo 

bastante demandando na Alemanha, neste momento. 

 

Palavras-chave: autarquia, espaço econômico amplo, relações Alemanha-Brasil, política 

externa nacional-socialista, Karl Ritter 
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 The international situation in the first half of the 1930s was marked by the 

turbulence of the crisis and the Great Depression. There was a strong contraction of 

liquidity in the world market and a notable decrease in trade and financial flows. The 

crisis also revealed changes in the framework of the world economy. Countries that 

were dominant before, like England, experienced a relative decline, while others, such 

as Germany, which was recovering from a serious crisis after the war, were beginning to 

emerge as important players in international trade.4 Germany, in particular, began 

competing for new or unexplored markets, seeking to obtain clearance trade 

agreements.5This policy was opposed vehemently by the efforts of US foreign policy, 

which, in this context, sought to establish trade agreements with Brazil and several other 

countries, guided by the “most favored nation clause”,6 in order to ensure American 

economic and political dominance in markets considered strategic to their interests.  

 Figures 1 and 2 below graphically illustrate the evolution of the importance of 

Germany in Brazilian foreign trade, both export and import. It is noteworthy how this 

country will become, in mid-1930s,its second largest trading partner, right after the 

USA. Also notably, such growth in importance of the German-Brazilian trade happened 

mainly at the expense of the former British participation in the Brazilian market. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 ABREU, Marcelo P. O Brasil e a Economia Mundial, 1930-1945: políticas econômicas externas e 

relações econômicas internacionais. Rio de Janeiro: Civilização Brasileira, 1999. p.73. 
5The so called “clearance trade agreements” were characterized by the substitution of the use of foreign 

currency in trade relations. In both countries involved, "compensation accounts" are created. Importers of 

a given country, in order to buy from the other, transfer their debts to this "account" in the form of credits. 

Exporters, then, are paid in the form of such credits, set on their national currency. This is a trading 

method that tends to lock the partners in bilateral trade. 
6Clause that was common to trade agreement so fliberalizing nature. It required that each signatory 

country gave each other a tax treatment no less favorable than that reserved for product sofanyother 

country with which it had trade  relations, regardless of existing treaties with those other nations. It tends 

to promote multilateral trade. 
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Figure 1 - Total values of imports of goods by Brazil, from the USA, 

Germany and Great Britain, in the period 1928-1939* 

 

Source: IBGE. Anuário Estatístico do Brasil, 1939-1940, p. 1366-1369.  
* Absolute values in 1939 Pounds-sterling. 

 

Figure 2 - Total export values of goods produced in Brazil, destined to the 

US, Germany and Great Britain, in the period 1928-1939* 

 

Source: IBGE. Anuário Estatístico do Brasil, 1939-1940, p. 1366-1369.  

* Absolute values in 1939 Pounds-sterling. 

 

 It was also a critical moment for the Brazilian economy. The global economic 

crisis and the Depression of the 1930s coincided with a crisis of the coffee economy, 

notable since the previous decade. The external shock on the Brazilian economy 
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affected the balance of payments mainly through a sharp fall in export prices, not offset 

by increased export volume, and the interruption of foreign capital inflows. There was a 

substantial decline in national income, yet relatively mitigated by the effects of coffee 

valorization policies and the favorable performance of the emerging domestic industry.7 

 Such economic imbalance occurred in parallel with important political 

transformations that were not restricted to Brazil, but rather global phenomena, as was 

the case of many regime shifts in several countries, such as the rise of fascism in Europe 

and of authoritarian regimes in Latin America.8 In Brazil, the 1930 Revolution opened 

up new possibilities for change, as it represented a fracture in the coffee oligarchy’s 

hegemonic position, allowing for a new political arrangement, in which no dominant 

sector possessed the requirements to immediately establish its prominence. The early 

years of the 1930s were of great instability, with different projects disputing the 

guidance of national economic policies. 

 In Germany, the world economic crisis left a disastrous political, social and 

economic situation. More than six million were unemployed and, with the reflux of 

international (mainly American) credits, beginning in 1928 and worsening after the 

1929 crash, trade was also strongly affected. The currency reserves were rapidly 

depleted and the unfavorable domestic and global situation meant that there was no 

liquidity in the global market, necessary to enable a recovery of trade.9After Hitler´s 

nomination to the position of Reichskanzler, at the end of January 1933, elements of 

previous economic debates, focused on possible solutions to that general crisis, were 

coupled with elements of the National Socialist ideology, of constructing a racially 

purified, strong and self-sufficient nation. This produced the conditions for the 

development of a particular conceptual framework for economic discourse, in which the 

concepts of Autarkie (autarky) and Großraumwirtschaft (economy of an extended 

space)played a central role. Moreover, this perspective informed the way German 

diplomats saw the possibilities of economic interaction between their country and 

Brazil. 

 An important character in this context was the German jurist and diplomat Karl 

Ritter (1883-1968), who was a high-ranking bureaucrat in the federal government of 

                                                           
7ABREU, 1999,  p. 74. 
8For an analysis of the overall political and economic picture of the interwar period, see: HOBSBAWM, 

Eric H. Age of Extremes, 1995.  p. 90-143. 
9MAZZUCCHELLI, Frederico. Os Anos de Chumbo: Economia e politica internacional no entreguerras. 

São Paulo: Editora da UNESP, 2009. 
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Germany in the 1920s and 1930s. After some years of activity in the Reich’s Finance 

Ministry, in 1924 he became Director of Economy and Reparations within the 

Auswärtiges Amt, the German Foreign Office. In 1936 he took over the Department of 

Trade Policy, before being transferred to Rio de Janeiro, as the German Ambassador to 

Brazil, an office that he held until 1938. One of the documents analyzed here is an 

article of his authorship, published in the journal Foreign Affairs. Furthermore, the main 

corpus of sources examined are the Annual Reports (Jahresberichte), produced by the 

German diplomats in Brazil. From these reports, it is possible to infer that after the rise 

of National Socialism the way of conceiving strategies of economic interaction between 

the Third Reich and Brazil was coherent with the project of constructing an “extended 

economic sphere” under German influence.  

 There is an important relationship between the particular development of the 

concepts of autarky and “economy of the extended space” in the German-speaking 

world and the framing of foreign economic relations between Germany and Brazil. 

According to this “autarkic” way of conceiving of international economic relations, in 

order to thrive an economy had to be autonomous regarding its supply of necessary 

inputs. In this framework, Brazil was supposed to play an important role, as a producer 

of raw materials and agricultural goods. The choice of Karl Ritter, an expert in 

economic matters and not actually a diplomat, as head of the German embassy in Rio de 

Janeiro is representative of this strategy. Furthermore, proposals presented in the 

Annual Reports transmitted to the Auswärtiges Amt encouraged, for example, the 

negotiation of bilateral trade agreements and the expansion of the Brazilian production 

of cotton,an input highly demanded by Germany. This shouldfoster this particular kind 

of international economic integration that aims at strengthening the German economy, 

from the point of view of its “autarky”, i.e. of the resources securely available to it.   

 The paper is organized as follows. Firstly, we present a history of the 

aforementioned concepts, following a long tradition of economics in Germany, 

describing their development and usage in the interwar period. Secondly, we investigate 

the role played by Karl Ritter in the elaboration of a project for reestablishing 

Germany’s global commercial position, based on the expansion of the economic space 

under German influence by means of bilateral and clearance trade agreements. Lastly, 

we examine the Annual Reports issued by German diplomats in Brazil and the strategic 
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proposals for the Brazilian economy, aimed at strengthening the “autarkic” position of 

Germany, regarding inputs such as cotton. 

 

 

The concepts and their history 

 

 In 1928, Hitler compiled his ideas on foreign policy in a document known as his 

“Second Book” (Zweites Buch). Written to become the second volume to Mein Kampf, 

the Zweite sBuchcontains Hitler’s views on Germany's relations with Britain, Russia 

and the U.S. as well as his account on the need of an extended living space 

(Lebensraum). Hitler perceived history as a permanent “struggle for the limited means 

of sustenance”, an inevitable racial competition for resources.10 Thus, for him, the goal 

of foreign policy, as well as that of domestic policy, was to guarantee the primal 

national need of nourishment. In Hitler's view, however, this could only be achieved 

through force. Although the Zweites Buchwas not published until the 1960s, Hitler 

conveyed his intentions in speeches after 1928, as we can see in this excerpt from his 

speech delivered at Düsseldorf's Industrial Club in 1932. 

Only when we have modified this fatal evaluation of ourselves will 

Germany be able to appreciate the political possibilities which, if we 

look far enough into the future, can place German life once more upon 

a natural and sustainable basis: either by new living space 

[Lebensraum] and the development of a great internal market or by 

the protection of German economic life against the world utilizing the 

collective German power. (…) our primary need is the restoration of a 

sound national German political body armed to strike.11 

 In the same year, Gregor Strasser delivered a speech in the Reichstag which 

would be published shortly afterwards with the title of “Wirtschaftliches Sofort 

programm der NDSAP”. This “emergency economic program” contained the basic ideas 

that were supposed to guide the Nazi Party during the pre-election campaign. The crux 

of the proposals for tackling the critical situation of the German economy was the 

“creation of jobs” or Arbeitsbeschaffung. Consonant with this overall idea of economic 

recovery, the program also contained, in its second part, suggestions of “Commercial 

and financial measures” to be adopted by the elected government. The idea of autarky 

                                                           
6 TOOZE, A. Wages of Destruction: the making and breaking of the Nazi economy. New York: Viking, 

2006. p.8 
11Adapted from the translation in: NOAKES, J. and PRIDHAM, G (eds). Nazism 1919-1945, Vol. 1, The 

Riseto Power 1919-1934. Exeter: UniversityofExeter Press, 1998, pp. 94-95. 
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was the general directive in this topic, as the program stated that: “We [Germans] have 

to produce that which we are capable of producing. The German people is forced to do 

this”.12 The alleged causes for this forced choice were related to the attack on the 

German economy inflicted by the victorious powers after World War I and the 

subsequent decline in exports. The plan recognized, nevertheless, that total autarky was 

an impossible endeavor, introducing the basic idea underpinning the bilateral trade 

policy that Hjalmar Schacht would adopt in the New Plan (September 1934): Germany 

should export to countries willing to accept industrial products in exchange, and 

particularly to nations outside Europe, with whichthe German balance of trade was 

negative, according to the program. 

Therefore, a guideline of National Socialist policy is to cover the 

German people’s needs by its own production as far as 

possible, securing the amount in excess of domestic production from 

friendly European states, particularly if they are willing to accept 

industrial products from Germany as payment. (…) We will 

primarily reduce imports from those countries from which we 

imported more than we exported, those with which we had a surplus 

in imports. According to the official Reich Statistical Office, Germany 

had a negative balance of payments of about 270 million marks within 

countries outside Europe during the first quarter of 1932.13 

  

 In 1939, when the Nazis had been in power for more than five years and the 

belligerent, expansionist character of their regime was clear, as the Annexation of 

Austria had shown in 1938, the official ideological approach to autarky was not very 

different. In a speech delivered on 30th January, which was actually a long government 

policy statement and where international economic policy was only a relatively minor 

topic among many others, Hitler insisted on these ideas related to international trade and 

autarky. He blamed the victorious powers for the critical condition of the German 

                                                           
12Wirtschaftliches Sofortprogramm der NDSAP. 2nd edition. München: Eher, 1932. p. 17 (bold in the 

original). An English translation of this program is available online in the “German Propaganda Archive”, 

a website maintained by Randall Bytwerk. The Sofort programm was elaborated by Section IV 

(Economy) of the Reichs organisations leitung of the NSDAP. It was a very “unorthodox” program that 

included the creation of jobs by means of “deficit spending” as a central tenet of the economic policy 

proposed do tackle the crisis. The intellectual mentorship of the plan is not clear, but Avraham Barkai 

presents convincing arguments that it was influenced by the ideas of a group of thinkers called 

“Reformers”, who were convinced that the way out of the crisis would not be overcome by the adoption 

of traditional, liberal economic policy. They were gathered in the Studiengesellschaft für Geld- und 

Kreditwirtschaft and their most prominent publicist was Robert Friedländer-Prechtl. See BARKAI, 

Avraham. Das Wirtschaftssystem des Nationalsozialismus. Der historische und ideologische Hintergrund 

1933-1936. Köln: Verlag für Wissenschaft und Politik, 1977. pp. 43-49. 
13Sofortprogramm, pp. 17-18.  
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economy and stated that in one field – that of means subsistence – Germany would not 

be able to improve its performance, so as to keep pace with its national development. 

Hence German consumption power would find a “natural constraint” in the limits of 

food production. To overcome this situation, he gave two solutions: 

1. By means of additional imports of means of subsistence, i.e. 

increased exportation of German products; but it has to be taken into 

account that for part of these products it is necessary in turn to bring 

raw materials from abroad, so that only a fraction of the results of 

trade remain available for the purchase of food; or: 

2. The expansion of the vital space [Lebensraum] of our people, in 

order to solve the problem of German sustenance within the inner 

circuit of our economy.14 
 

 As the second solution was at least for the moment out of reach, because of the 

“blindness of the victorious powers”, Hitler insisted that Germans “were forced to take 

the first one, i.e. we must export, to be able to buy means of subsistence and secondly, 

as part of these exports demand raw materials that we do not possess, we have to export 

even more, in order to secure these raw materials for our economy”.15 These examples 

show that from the late 1920s until the late 1930s National Socialist economic rhetoric 

included the autarkic idea that sustenance for the German people should be provided 

from Germany itself. This meant a partial dismissal of the principles of free trade as a 

way of connecting to other economies, as both the Sofortprogramm and Hitler’s speech 

admit that international integration was not excluded, but it was to be done in another 

way: for example, by means of bilateral trade. These ideas helped shape German 

diplomatic discourse concerning Brazil, as well as concrete international policy 

measures carried out by the Third Reich, and it is worth remembering that they were not 

new in the German intellectual environment. In the following paragraphs, an attempt is 

made at reconstructing the historical development of this conceptual articulation, so as 

to shed some light on the role it played in this context.  

                                                           
14Hitler’s speech is printed with comments in: DOMARUS, Max. Hitler: Reden und Proklamationen 

1932-1945. Bd. 3. Pamminger: Leonberg, 1988. pp. 1052-1053. For an analysis of this passage, see 

TEICHERT, Eckhart. Autarkie und Großraumwirtschaft in Deutschland 1930-1939: 

außenwirtschaftspolitische Konzeptionen und Zweitem Weltkrieg. München: Oldenbourg, 1984. pp. 213-

214. 
15 DOMARUS, 1984, p. 1053. 
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 The concept of autarky has its origin in the ancient Greek notion of (αὐτάρκεια): 

the state of self-sufficiency of the polis.16 In early modern Europe, however, this idea of 

a self-sufficient polity and economy that dispenses with external completion, was not 

conveyed by the term Greek term autarky, but by words of Latin and Germanic root, 

such as “selfsufficiency” and “Selbstgenügsamkeit”. In the 17th and 18th centuries, the 

political aims pursued were “harmony” and “happiness” (Glückseligkeit, in the German-

speaking area) of the “commonwealth”. In Germany, where the Cameralist tradition 

prevailed, the predominant economic discourse of the 18th century centered on the state 

and its needs: the state’s Glückseligkeit was a central tenet for thinkers such as Justi, 

who envisaged a sort of harmony between individual and collective happiness.17 

 At the beginning of the 19th century, the situation was not very different. In his 

book on the “closed commercial state” (1800), J. G. Fichte did consider the 

Selbstgenügsamkeitof the state as a goal to be pursued, but made no use of the word 

autarky.Even Friedrich List’s attempt (1841) at ordering state and individual in a 

national system of political economy did not lead to a conceptualization of autarky that 

used this wording. In the second half of the 19th century, however, this designation 

started to regain importance, for example, in the work of Albert Schäffle, who referred 

to the people (Volk) as an “autarkic, i.e. self-sufficient, living community of internally 

and externally coherent human masses”. The most sophisticated form of this community 

was, according to Schäffle, the nation, in its modern, European shape.18 

 This image of the nation as a community of coexistence that suffices in itself is 

already representative of the modern content of the term autarky. In Germany, this 

conception of autarkic nation gained significant importance in economics in the second 

half of the 19th century. Since for instance Karl Rodbertus, economists such as Karl 

Bücher, Gustav Schmoller and, to a certain extent, Adolph Wagner adopted this 

perspective in their theoretical analyses. A common trait of this lineage of thought was 

its skepticism towards “Manchesterist” free trade policies. Within this “national-statist” 

perspective, as Avraham Barkai calls it, there was atendency to think that national self-

                                                           
16 For the origins of the concept of autarky, see RABE, Hannah. “Autarkie”, in BRUNNER, Otto; 

CONZE, Werner; KOSELLECK, Reinhart. (eds.) Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Bd. 1. Stuttgart: Klett-

Cotta, 1972. pp. 377ff.  
17CUNHA, Alexandre Mendes. “Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi (1717-1771) e o pensamento 

econômico cameralista”, in: 41º Encontro Nacional de Economia/ANPEC. Foz do Iguaçu, 2013. 

Disponível online. 
18SCHÄFFLE, Albert. Bau und Leben des sozialen Körpers. 2. Aufl. 2. Band (“Specielle Sociologie”). 

Tübingen: Laupp, 1896.  pp. 593-594. 
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sufficiency was to be reached by means of agricultural autarky, as in opposition to 

industrial development.19 

 Such agrarianism can be seen as a reaction to the rapid industrial development of 

Germany in the second half of the 19th century, particularly fostered by the development 

of railways. The accelerated growth of cities, coupled with the ongoing dissolution of 

traditional society that threatened thelong-established social roles of the peasantry as 

well as of the landed elites, gave rise to a somewhat “nostalgic” movement that valued 

rural life and projected a German “agricultural state”, even though the course of 

industrial capitalism was irreversible.20 One of the basic arguments was that an 

industrial society could not develop without a strong and stable agrarian basis. This was 

illustrated, for example, by Gustav Ruhland’s metaphor of the economy as a two-story 

building, in which the ground floor was agriculture. The first and second levels, 

corresponding to industry and commerce respectively, would be sustained by columns 

resting on “foreign soil”, if German agriculture depended on external supply.21 

 The agrarianism coexisted with industrialist, imperialistic inclinations. In the 

1890s, the internal consolidation of the German Reich, politically associated to the 

prominent role of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, had been accomplished and the new 

German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, investedin a more aggressive foreign policy. This new 

course, the so-called Weltpolitik, envisaged the transformation of Germany into a global 

power, by means of imperialist colonialism and military development. This spirit was 

expressed in the famous statement of Foreign Secretary (then Chancellor) Bernhard von 

Bülow: as a thitherto-disadvantaged power, Germany should ambition its “place in the 

sun”.22 Against this background, the idea of constructing an extended economic space 

(Großwirtschaftsraum), which secured the inner market for the growing German 

industry and included southern and eastern European sources of raw materials and 

agrarian inputs, can be understood as a “solution” for this supposed antagonism between 

industry and agriculture.  

                                                           
19BARKAI, 1977, pp. 61-62. See also HEILMANN, Martin. Adolph Wagner – ein deutscher 

Nationalökonom im Urteil der Zeit. Probleme seiner theoriegeschichtlichen Würdigung im Lichte neuer 

Quellen. Frankfurt/New York: Campus Verlag, 1980. pp. 70-71 and p. 88. 
20 On the debate between “Agrarstaat” and “Industristaat” see, for example, WEHLER, Hans-Ulrich. 

Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte. Dritter Band: Von der “Deutschen Doppelrevolution” bis zum Beginn 

des Ersten Weltkrieges. München: C.H. Beck, 2008. pp. 618-620. 
21RUHLAND, Gustav. “Zur Agrarfrage”, in: Jahrbücher für Nationalökonomie und Statistik, 3. Folge, 

Bd. 7, 1894. p. 884. 
22 MITCHELL, Nancy. The Danger of Dreams: German and American Imperialism in Latin America. 

Chapell Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1999. pp. 23-26. 
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 Attuned with this project was, for example, Gustav Schmoller’s proposal 

totackle the problem of agricultural constraints by means of the development of the 

naval fleet and of colonial conquest. His defense of the expansion of the German fleet 

was based on the idea that if population growth continued for the following decades, 

Germany would have to seek for new sources of means of subsistence, or else it would 

be threatened by overpopulation, proleterization and declining wages. To escape the 

dilemma between “agrarian state” and “industrial state”, Germany should not abandon 

its agriculture, as England had done. It should rather allow for industry and trade to 

expand, which included the eventual conquest of land for agriculture and the break of 

the commercial monopoly of established world powers. This would be possible, 

according to Schmoller, by means of a strong, competitive navy that would back 

German merchants. Overseas trade played an important role in his argument, as he 

pointed out to the necessity of a naval force, if the Russians stopped delivering grains to 

the German market.23 

 Theoretically, one of the key steps towards a “spatial” conception of autarky that 

incorporated this expansionist idea seems to have been made in the 1890s and 1900s by 

Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904) and his anthropogeographical school.24 Ratzel coined the 

concept of Lebensraumin its classical form: with a starting point in biology, he defined 

the “vital space” as the surface area that accommodates a living species, offering 

conditions for its maintenance and expansion. The concept comprehended also the 

human species and, in this case, the unit of analysis was the people or Volk. Human 

conflicts involving land were naturalized, as they were treated as part of the same 

general phenomenon of the “domination/occupation of space” (Raumbewältigung) 

inherent to each living being. So, for instance, Ratzel compared the displacement of 

Native North-Americans by Europeans to the disputes between weed and garden 

vegetables. Hence, by means of analogies elevated to the status of laws of nature, the 

idea of human Lebensraum gained an expansionist connotation: like a species of tree or 

coral, a Volk had to grow and amplify its vital space, or else perish. In practice, for 

                                                           
23 SCHMOLLER, Gustav. “Die wirtschaftliche Zukunft Deutschlands und die Flottenvorlage”, in: 

SCHMOLLER, Gustav (Hrsg.). Handels- und Machtpolitik. Bd. 1. Stuttgart: Cotta, 1900. pp 12-20 and 

pp. 33-34. 
24RABE, 1972, p. 380. For an overview of the origins of the concept of Lebensraum and its central place 

in Friedrich Ratzel’s thought, see SMITH, Woodruff. “Friedrich Ratzel and the Origins of Lebensraum”, 

in: German Studies Review, vol. 3, no. 1, 1980.   
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Ratzelhuman communities should expand their Lebensraum by means of the conquest 

of new farming land or, in other words, by means of colonization.25 

 The spread of this imperialist, and specially navalist, ideology in Europe was an 

important factor leading to the outbreak of the First World War. The economic 

management of this conflictin Germany confirmed that not only could the state manage 

to procure the economic resources needed to finance war spending, but it could also 

mobilize enough labor force and material inputs for the industrial production of the war 

economy. This context of World War I is associated with the policymaking of Wichard 

von Moellendorf and Walther Rathenau, who coordinated the distribution of raw 

materials during the war effort. After the war, Moellendorf tried to articulate with 

Economy Minister Rudolf Wissel a new economic policy guided by his concept of 

“common economy” (Gemeinwirtschaft), but he was unsuccessful.  

 Walther Rathenau, in turn, had an approach to foreign economic policy attuned 

with, but not identical to, Ruhland’s and Schmoller’s. Albeit concerned about 

Germany’s dependency on foreign supply of raw materials and food, Rathenau overtly 

criticized the agrarian protectionism that he saw as beneficial only to Prussian landed 

elites. Overall, his position in the eve of the First Wolrd War was that Germany should 

seek to solve the problem of the scarcity of raw materials by an aggressive, expansive 

trade policy. This included challenging North-American Monroe doctrine, so as to open 

South American countries to German colonization and exports. He deemed unfair that a 

misunderstood presidential speech “keeps a Southern continent closed exclusively to 

North American intervention, while the U.S. are allowed to get a foothold wherever 

they want”. Nevertheless, he recognized the difficulties involved in this proposal and 

emphasized the necessity to construct a central European customs union, which would 

include France and its dependencies, building thus an economic bloc under German 

leadership.26 

 In the interwar period, particularly during the crisis of the 1930s, the term 

autarky became a catchword adopted by economists and publicists in the fields of 

economic policy and international politics, in order to offer recipes for an immediate 

                                                           
25RATZEL, Friedrich. “Der Lebensraum. Eine biogeographische Studie”, in: BÜCHER, K; FRICKER, V. 

et al. Festgaben für Albert Schäffle zur siebensigen Wiederkehr seines Geburtstages am 24. Februar 

1901. Tübingen: Laupp, 1901. p. 115; p. 128; pp. 155-156, pp. 170-171. See also SMITH, 1980, p. 54.  
26 RATHENAU, Walther. “Deutsche Gefahren und neue Ziele” (1913), reprinted in: RATHENAU, 

Walther. Gesammelte Schriften. Bd. 1. 31. Auflage. Berlin: Fischer, 1925. pp. 267-278. See also 

BARKAI, 1977, p. 76. 
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reversal of the dismal conjuncture. According to Hannah Rabe, for the period 1925-

1930 it is possible to identify one book published with Autarkie in its title; in 1930-1935 

the number rose to 20.27In 1932, Werner Sombart published an essay about the “future 

of capitalism”, in which he tried to sketch possible ways out of the crisis and suggested 

that, as Germany had been forced to start importing products essential for human 

sustenance, it had lost its independency – it had ceased to be “autarkic, in the simple 

employment of the word”.28Therefore, he proposed “autarchy”, meaning self-

government, autonomy, as a goal to be pursued. In practice, this would involve planning 

international trade (customs unions, bilateral trade, preferential tariffs) and fomenting 

agriculture in the domestic economy. The general guideline was the idea that it is 

necessary to take into account the particular (geographical, economic, cultural) 

characteristics of each nation or region, in order to frame a purposeful foreign policy.29 

 Although this Lebensraum conception of autarky gained a lot of terrain in 

Germany, from the mid-19th century to the 1930s, the debate on international trade and 

on foreign policy, among intellectuals as well as policymakers, has never been restricted 

to this lineage. Even during the Great Depression there were prominent thinkers who 

envisaged more economic integration among nations as a possible way out of the 

downward trend. One example is Franz Eulenburg, a former student of Gustav 

Schmoller and Karl Bücher, who in 1932 wrote an essay in which he acknowledged 

important shifts in international trade, but attempted to show how problematic the idea 

of autarky was, because Germany lacked resources, capital and purchase power to be 

isolated from the world.He pointed out that the world economic integration would grow, 

in spite of the present disruptions that he deemed temporary. After the seizure of power 

by the Nazis in 1933, the defense of these liberal points of viewwas hindered by the 

policy of Gleichschaltung, which aimed at the complete Nazification of state and 

society.30 

 Even during the Nacional Socialist government, however, opinions concerning 

international trade and foreign policy were not uniform within the party. E. Teichert 

                                                           
27RABE, 1972, p. 381. Hannah Rabe’s source is the “KaysersBücherverzeichnis”, a regularly published 

list of the books printed in Germany. 
28SOMBART, Werner. Die Zukunft des Kapitalismus. Berlin: Buchholz & Weißwange, 1932. p. 43. 
29SOMBART, 1932, pp. 39-45. See also TEICHERT, 1984, p. 94. 
30EULENBURG, Franz. Großraumwirtschaft und Autarkie. Jena: Fischer, 1932. pp. 45-59. See also 

TEICHERT, 1984, p. 94-96 and pp. 255-256. The translation of Gleichschaltung into “coordination” can 

be found in: EVANS, R. The Coming of the Third Reich. New York: Penguin Press, 2003. p. 386 
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identifies at least three approaches to economic foreign policy inside the party from 

1933 on. The first one was represented by the “ideologues of anti-Semitism” Richard 

W. Darré, WalterKöhler and Werner Daitz, who shared Hitler’s expansionist aims and 

fixation with Europe: their concern was to transform the prerequisites of these goals into 

economic reality. The second group, which included Hermann Göring and Heinrich 

Hunke, dealt with problems of economic foreign policy from the point of view of a war 

economy: they acted under military pressure and focused on fast solutions for the 

problems related to the preparation for the war. The third more pragmatic and 

“moderate” lineage included for example Gustav Schlotterer and Walther Funk, who, 

accepting the idea of Germany as a world power in need of military expansion, tried to 

take into account the interests of large industry and of the middle classes.31Common to 

these different inclinations was an evaluation of all economies in terms of their raw 

materials and patterns of production and consumption. Economic activity was 

associated with economic space, with the resources physically present in each economic 

space: precisely the association implied by the idea of Lebensraum. 

 Accordingly, in this perspective, international trade became a means of 

conquering more resources, an instrument of domestic expansion, and not, as the free 

trade doctrine postulated, a way for the countries involved to achieve mutual benefits. 

This paved way to a policy of stockpiling, import substitution and bilateral agreements. 

From the point of view of classical economic theory, of course, this sort of 

policymaking involved inefficiencies and hindrances to growth. Yet the world was in a 

critical conjuncture: international trade was declining, free trade was giving way to 

other arrangements that bypassed the usage of strong currencies and the liberal ideology 

in general was facing a crisis.32All this made this approach ideologically and practically 

“adequate”, even though it contained the somehow paradoxical aspect that a search for 

autarky went hand in hand with the encouragement and control of trade, as expressed 

for example in Hjamar Schacht’s “New Plan” of 1934, which favored bilateral trade 

with South America and Eastern Europe.33In an article written in the same year, 

Heinrich Hunke attempted to come to terms with this ambiguity and made an insightful 

statement: 

                                                           
31TEICHERT, 1984, p. 255. 
32 TRIBE, Keith. Strategies of economic order: German economic discourse 1750-1950. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1995. pp. 248-249. 
33 PETZINA, Dieter. Autarkie politikim Dritten Reich. Der nationalsozialistische Vierjahresplan. 

Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1968.  pp. 18-19. 
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Autarky has never been for us the contrary of foreign trade. We have 

always been adversaries of autarky, in the sense of insularity. But we 

have always considered absolutely necessary that the psychological 

and practical priority of our people’s economy be located in our own 

space; that the sustenance of our people be secured within their own 

borders;and that the necessary means of subsistence and raw materials 

not available in our country, because our natural resources or farming 

surface are not enough, be purchased preferably in places where they 

remain within the range of our own weapons in case of instabilities. 

We are not making a case for an impossible insularity, but for an 

autarky in the sense of a planned importation, managed from the point 

of view of our own security. Of course, the word autarky is 

ambiguous. We do not see any reason to change this designation now, 

after having struggled for it over years. Concepts can change their 

meaning, but political movements must avoid acting asif they were 

changing their aims.34 

  

 Hunke’s “confession” that concepts might change their meaning is indeed 

illustrative of the peculiar role played by the idea of autarky in this critical context of 

the 1930s. Connected with the idea that it was necessary to expand Germany’s 

Lebensraum and establish an extended, secure economic space (Großwirtschaftsraum), 

it drifted away from the Cameralist-Aristotelian meaning of “suffiency” or 

Selbstgenügsamkeit, so as toacquire this expansionist connotation. It is indeed enriching 

to examine Brazil’s place in Germanstrategies of foreign economic policy against this 

conceptual background. The role of South American countries in Nazi economic 

discourse was conceived with reference to the idea of a commercial expansionism that 

serves the autarkic purpose of building an extended economic space. 

 

 

Institutional framework and the role of Karl Ritter 

 

 Quoting the words of Ian Kershaw, “There seems little disagreement among 

historians that Hitler did personally take the ‘big’ decisions in foreign policy after 

1933.”35 Consensus among historians, however, goes nowhere beyond this affirmation. 

The historiography on Nazi foreign policy is full of controversy: continentalists versus 

globalists, programmatic continuity versus contingency, rupture with Weimar versus 

                                                           
34HUNKE, Heinrich. “Die Lage”. In: Die deutsche Volkswirtschaft. Nr. 16, 1. Juniheft, 3. Jahrgang, 1934. 

p. 482. 
35 KERSHAW, I. The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems & Perspectives of Interpretation. London: 

Bloomsbury, 2010. p. 143. 



XII Congresso Brasileiro de História Econômica & 13ª Conferência Internacional de História de Empresas 
German economic strategies for Brazil autarky and "extended economic space" in the 

1930s. 

 

 

16 

continuity. These historiographical debates regarding Hitler’s foreign policy involved 

notorious historians of National-Socialism including Eberhard Jäckel, Fritz Fischer, 

Martin Broszat, A.J.P. Taylor, Gunter Moltman and Andreas Hillgruber. This section 

examines some of these controversies through the lenses of the historical trajectory of 

German diplomat Karl Ritter, Ambassador to Brazil between 1937 and 1938, shedding 

light, through Ritter's case, on elements that might contribute to our understanding of 

the role of the German Foreign Office, or AuswärtigesAmt (AA) in the determination of 

the stance of Nazism towards Brazil. 

 Like many of his colleagues in the Foreign Office, Ritter navigated the 

transitions from the Kaiserreich to the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich. He began 

his career in the civil service in the KölnischeZeitung (KöZ) in 1905, but after a few 

years took the examination to join the Reich’s Colonial Office (Reichskolonialamt) 

where he stayed until 1914. Despite not having a degree in economics, Ritter worked 

with economic affairs for most of his career. In the KöZ, Ritter was assigned to the 

Economics Department and, one year after leaving the Reichskolonialamt, joined the 

Reichsamt des Innern (RAI, Reich’s Office for the Interior) where he handled matters 

related to food and raw materials. The creation of the Reichswitschaftsamt (RWA, 

Reich’s Economic Office) in 1917 and the integration of the economics division of the 

RAI to the new Office led to Ritter’s transference to the RWA in that same year. In the 

Economic Office, Ritter worked on matters related to currency, credit and bank policy. 

In 1919, Ritter transferred once more, this time to the Ministry of Finance 

(Reichswitschaftsministerium), originally to manage the same issues he was concerned 

with in the RWA. The question of reparations, however, became central as the 

negotiations in Versailles progressed, resulting in Ritter’s appointment as special 

Referent on the question of reparations within the Ministry of Finance.36 

 In the early 1920s it was not entirely clear whether the question of reparations 

was under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Finance or the Foreign Office. 

Nonetheless, debates over reparations were one of the essential topics in the German 

diplomatic agenda. For that reason, the Foreign Office requested Ritter’s transfer to 

Wilhelmstraße, wish that was granted in 1922. Ritter arrived in an auspicious moment. 

The Foreign Office was undergoing a structural reform directed by Assistant Under 

                                                           
36 International Military Tribunal (IMT), Trials of War Criminals: the ministries case, vol. XIII. 

Nuremberg: 1946-1948. p. 18. Available at: https://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/NT_war-

criminals_Vol- XIII.pdf 
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Secretary Carl von Schubert, who was an element of continuity in a moment when 

ministers lasted no more than a few months in office. His reforms were designed to 

rationalize the various departments within the AA, reducing their number and 

personnel. The changes introduced by Schubert also privileged centralization, creating a 

group of elite officials that were experts in their fields and responded directly to the 

head of the Auswärtiges Amt. Under the government of Chancellor Gustav Stresemann, 

Schubert and Ritter were integrated to this inner circle of elite officials, the first as 

Staatssekretär and the latter as Chief of the Economic Policy department.37 

 Ritter’s career was on the rise. He was perceived as an expert in economic 

affairs, trusted by Stresemann and well connected due to his previous experiences in 

other ministries and offices. Together with Chancellor Stresemann, Ritter worked to 

preserve the jurisdiction of the Foreign Office over trade matters, managing to convince 

parliament to create an interdepartmental committee intended to coordinate trade 

policies, composed of one representative of each ministry: Foreign Affairs, Finance, 

Agriculture and Economy. As representative of Wilhelmstraße, Ritter chaired the 

committee in 1925.38 Ritter’s position, however, was not immune to the internal dispute 

for power within the AA. He was left aside during the negotiation of the Young Plan, 

led by Schubert in 1927/1928, and blamed for the leakage of the plans for a customs 

union with Austria in 1931.39 These events undermined Ritter’s prestige in the final 

years of the Weimar Republic, relegating the department of Economic Policy to a 

position of secondary importance. 

 The circumstances, nonetheless, favored his resurgence during the Nazi Regime. 

The Great Depression brought economic affairs to the center of the political arena and 

this, combined with the rearrangement of priorities following the rise of the Nazis, made 

Ritter a valuable asset to the fulfilment of Hitler’s wishes in the field of foreign policy, 

related to the expansion of German Lebensraum and the construction of an extended 

economic space. Having achieved chancellorship in 1933, Hitler, assisted by the upper-

echelons of the Nazi movement, was now concerned with the project for “coordination” 

of the German society (Gleichschaltung). In his mind, the purge of the old elites was a 

necessary step towards the full realization of National Socialism. The process of 

                                                           
37 KRÜGER, P. "Changing Structures of the German Foreign Office between the World Wars." 

In:Opinion publique et politique extérieure en Europe. II. 1915-1940. Actes du Colloque de Rome (16-20 

février 1981) Rome : École Française de Rome, 1984. p. 144. 
38KRÜGER, 149-150. 
39KRÜGER, 152. 
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nazifying the state, however, was complex and differentiated, according to each of the 

institutions that the Nazis inherited from the Weimar Republic. 

 The Auswärtiges Amtwas perceived by Hitler as one of the institutions populated 

by traditional elites. By the time of Hitler’s appointment, most of the AA’s employees 

were career diplomats who were working as civil servants since the early years of the 

Weimar Republic. As stated by Hans-Adolf Jacobsen, despite the restricted access to the 

files of diplomats, it is reasonable to assume that many of them were from aristocratic 

origins and lineages of officers and civil servants.40 Having received their training in the 

final years of the Kaiserreichor in the early days of the Weimar Republic, diplomats, as 

well as military officers, were not to be trusted in the eyes of the newly established Nazi 

regime.41 

 Nonetheless, at least until 1938, direct intervention in the AA was limited to a 

few members of the Nazi Party (NSDAP) and new policy directives aligned with Nazi 

ideological principles. In these first years of the regime, membership of the party was 

not a requirement for AA’s personnel and few of them joined the NSDAP. Moreover, 

the structure of the Foreign Office was preserved and Foreign Minister Konstantin von 

Neurath remained in office. The apparent normality contrasts with the importance of 

foreign policy in Hitler’s world view as presented in the Zweites Buch. Thus, foreign 

policy could not be immune to the nazyfication of the state that took place after 1933. 

 However, Nazi intervention in the activities of the Foreign Office was indirect. 

The appropriation of Germany’s foreign policy was pursued by isolating the 

Auswärtiges Amt within the German foreign policy apparatus. On the one hand, Hitler 

utilized the Führerprinzip to undermine the authority of the AA by centralizing the most 

important decisions. On the other hand, the Nazis created competing structures limiting 

the role of the Foreign Office in the decision-making process of Germany’s foreign 

policy. The Auslandsorganisation (AO), responsible for the Germans abroad, the 

AußenpolitischesAmt der NSDAP (APA), responsible for developing foreign policy 

ideological concepts and the Dienststelle Ribbentrop, more directly involved in foreign 

policy decision-making, were some of the organizations that contributed to the 

                                                           
40JACOBSEN, Hans-Adolf. The Structure of Nazi Foreign Policy: 1933-1945. In: LEITZ, Christian. The 
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weakening of the AuswärtigesAmt between 1933 and 1938.42 Although the damage to 

the prestige of the AA was severe, it still had a role to play in the Nazi foreign policy 

strategy. AA’s networks of diplomats and the expertise of its bureaucrats could be of 

use to the achievement of Nazi foreign and domestic goals.  

 Hitler did not take long to indicate his intentions to the international community. 

Already in October 1933, Germany requested its withdrawal from the Disarmament 

Conference and the League of Nations and in 1934, under Minister of Finance Hjalmar 

Schacht, introduced the ”New Plan”, focusing on the development of bilateral 

clearance-based trade with countries producing raw-material and reinforcing Germany’s 

capacity to obtain imports in a time of restricted currency availability. The entanglement 

between state-driven economic recovery and military rivalry with the other great powers 

was, therefore, the guiding principle of Nazi decision-making in this first stage of the 

history of the Foreign Office under National Socialism.  

 The moment coincides with the resurgence of Ritter and his department of 

Economic Policy. Having worked with trade issues in several occasions, Ritter is the 

first to identify the potential of Brazil as a supplier of the raw materials required for the 

success of Hitler’s rearmament plan. Supported by Foreign Minister Konstantin von 

Neurath, Ritter proposed in a memorandum from 1935 the diversification of the German 

trade with Brazil until that point limited to the import of coffee beans.43 Ritter’s 

proposal was received with enthusiasm by the Brazilian authorities who were struggling 

to cope with the plummeting prices of coffee in the international market. The results 

soon began to emerge as Brazil diversified its exports and Germany absorbed important 

portions of the new products now incorporated to their balance of trade. By 1936, Brazil 

was responsible for 3,1% of Germany’s total imports and 2,8% of Germany’s total 

exports. The greatest increase in the Brazilian participation in the German market was 

cotton. By 1938, Brazil overtook the United States as Germany’s main supplier of 

cotton becoming responsible for 29,3% of all the cotton imported by Germany.44 

 Observing the success of the German-Brazilian partnership, Ritter engaged 

personally in the negotiations of a new trade agreement with Brazil. Despite the initial 

resistance by the Brazilian government and protests from the United States, Brazil 
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agreed to sign a trade agreement with Germany complying with the directives of 

Schacht's “New Plan” which included the adoption of a clearing clause resulting in a 

balance of trade favorable to Germany.45 Following the establishment of the “New 

Plan”, compensation agreements such as the one signed between Germany and Brazil 

became an integral part of Germany’s trade policy. This approach towards international 

trade sparked criticism, in particular from the League of Nations, which declared in a 

report from 1936 that clearing and compensation agreements were “makeshift with a 

number of drawbacks”.46 

 As the specialist in economic affairs within the AA, Ritter followed closely the 

debate, reacting to the report in an article commissioned by Foreign Affairs magazine 

and published in that same year. Originally intended for a special edition dedicated to 

Germany, the article outlined the reasons that, in Ritter’s words, “forced” Germany to 

adopt clearing agreement as a standard practice. According to the article, the need for 

the establishment of compensation agreements emerged in 1931 as creditors, especially 

from the United States, began to withdraw their capital from the German market, 

movement that impacted severely Germany’s foreign exchange reserves.47 Despite 

agreeing with the experts of the League of Nations that clearing and compensations 

agreements are not a desirable practice, Ritter argued that this type of arrangement was 

a temporary necessity in order to preserve Germany’s foreign exchange reserves and the 

supply of raw materials.  

 Ritter arguedthat there were two groups with which Germany had secured trade 

agreements based on compensation. The first was composed of countries which had 

instituted exchange controls before Germany and the second comprised countries that 

could afford an unchecked balance of trade.48 Brazil certainly fits the description of the 

first groups. Following the rise of Getúlio Vargas, Brazil sought to centralize the capital 

flows in and out of the country responding to the “exceptional situation” created by the 

Great Depression.49As a consequence of the “New Plan”, Germany adopted a similar 

approach centralizing exchange control and reducing the autonomy of companies to 

                                                           
45 The clearing clause determined that trade between Brazil and Germany would be paid with frozen 
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46RITTER, Karl. “Germany’s Experience with clearing agreements”. In: Foreign Affairs, 14, 1936. p. 473 
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select their providers of raw materials. Germany’s importers, therefore, were forced to 

purchase from countries with which Germany had clearing agreements creating 

privileged commercial relations with these countries.  

 The adoption of clearing agreements marked an important shift in Germany’s 

trade policies. The focus on essential goods attributed greater importance to providers of 

raw materials, marking a shift on Germany’s trade partnerships away from Western 

Europe and North America and towards Eastern Europe and South America.This also 

helps to explain the substantial increase observed in Germany’s trade with Brazil 

depicted by Figures 1 and 2 above. The ultimate goal, however, goes beyond the mere 

maintenance of the German economic machine. In the case of Eastern Europe, the Nazis 

sought to create a cordon-économique of partners and allies.50 Although Brazil did not 

assist on this dimension of the Nazi project for an European “extended economic space” 

its position as an important supplier of raw materials to the Nazi rearmament effort 

required the creation of a relationship of dependency to be effected by the adoption of 

compensation trade.  

 The need to respond to the plummeting prices of coffee and the decreasing 

participation of the United States in the Brazilian market in the early years of the 1930s 

favored Germany’s intent to incorporate Brazil to its portfolio of clearing partners. 

Negotiations were difficult as Brazil presented numerous objections to the German 

proposals; however, with the support of Ritter, Brazil and Germany agreed on the terms 

of a new trade agreement in 1936. Ideological affinities between Hitler and sections of 

the Brazilian government also contributed to the development of good relations between 

the two countries until 1938.51 Nonetheless, Ritter’s crucial participation in the 

negotiations in addition to the extraordinary increase in the German-Brazilian trade 

made him the ideal candidate to preserve these new privileged relations established 

between the two countries, an element that was decisive to his appointment as 

Ambassador to Brazil in 1937.   

 Although Ritter’s defense in the Nuremberg Trials attempted to portray his 

appointment as Ambassador to Brazil in 1937 as the nadir of his career in the Foreign 

Office, the evidence suggests precisely the contrary. Ritter’s active participation in the 
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negations and Brazil’s strategic importance as a supplier of raw materials, from the 

point of view of the construction of an extended economic space, required the 

appointment of an expert in economic matters. The choice of the former chief of the 

Economic Policy department also reinforces the argument that Brazil was a prestigious 

post at that moment, requiring a top officer to ensure the maintenance of the good trade 

relations Brazil and Germany experienced between 1933 and 1937. Nonetheless, Ritter 

was not a diplomat and his lack of skills, combined with a stronger opposition to the 

German-Brazilian alliance by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, culminated with the 

rupture of diplomatic relations and the expulsion of Ritter from Brazil in 1938.52 

 

 

Autarky, Großraumwirtschaft and diplomatic discourse  

  

 German diplomats were allocated in the Brazilian capital, Rio de Janeiro, first as 

a Legation, later converted into an Embassy after 1936. As part of their normal duties, 

they had to write various reports and send them to the AA’s internal division in charge 

of Brazil (and most of Latin America), the so called Department III. There, all the 

correspondence was analyzed by the personnel of the department, sorted in different 

subjects and also by relevance, and finally distributed to the assigned superior authority. 

In some relevant cases it would reach even the office of the Foreign Minister von 

Neurath himself.53 

 The most common, and broader type of reports was the Politische 

Jahresübersichten [Annual Political Overviews]or Politischer Jahresberichte [Annual 

Political Reports], normally elaborated at the beginning of the following year. Such 

reports, despite their name, included not only political, but also economic, social and 

statistical information. They were divided in sections, according to their theme, and 

similar, but local, reports were sometimes produced by the consulates, located in some 

important Brazilian cities outside of Rio de Janeiro, such as São Paulo, Curitiba and 

Porto Alegre. Because of the regularity and scope of the information contained in such 
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reports, representing the views of the German diplomats and civil servants in Brazil, 

they serve as important sources to the analysis of aspects of their economic discourse.  

 Already at the beginning of 1929, the Legation’s report concerning the year 

1928 pointed out an important matter for the German-Brazilian relations in the final 

years of the Weimar Republic: the fact that the Brazilian exports to Germany had 

experienced, in the end of the 1920s and before 1929, a steady increase, while the 

imports from that country were diminishing. In part, the diplomats attributed that fact to 

the record coffee production in that year, coupled with the policy of valorization of 

Brazilian coffee, practiced since the beginning of the 20th century, in order to stabilize 

(and in effect increase) the  price of coffee in the global market.  

 The report addressed this policy from a traditional free-trade perspective and 

also highlights the practical monopoly of coffee production by Brazil (c.77% of the 

world’s total production that year). Furthermore, it points out to the limitations to the 

exporting capacity and to the dangers involved in increasing the already excessive 

production.54 Such valorization measures were treated as contrary to German interests. 

Although such interests were not specified in the report, the reference was clearly to the 

difficulties of the German balance of trade (in a context of domestic economic 

recession) and insufficient currency availability.55 

 In the following year, focus was entirely on the global economic crisis that 

disrupted the trade flows between the two countries, as well as the policy regarding 

coffee prices. The author of this report shows especial concern with the devaluation of 

the Brazilian currency and its effects on the imports from Germany. The general 

perspective was the reestablishment of the pre-crisis status of the world economy, as 

well as the sustainability of the adherence to the international Gold Standard, and the 

discourse, like before, presented a classical liberal tone.56 The same problems were 

again briefly described in the report concerning the year 1930, albeit with a more clear 

understanding that the crisis had a hitherto unseen depth and scope.57 

 In an annex to the annual report of 1931, entitled “Economic Review for the year 

1931”, a critique of the policy of valorization of coffee is clearly presented, with special 

                                                           
54Politisches Jahresübersicht.PAAA R 91.715.  Deutsche Gesandtschaft Rio de Janeiro to AA(Berlin). 

Jul/1929. p. 4. 
55Politisches Jahresübersicht. PAAA R 91.715.  Deutsche Gesandtschaft Rio de Janeiroto AA(Berlin). 

Jul/1929. p. 4.   
56PolitischeJahresübersicht: 1929. PAAA R 91.715 Deutsche Gesandtschaft to AA. Feb/1930. p. 4-5. 
57PolitischeJahresübersicht: 1930. PAAA R 91.715 Deutsche Gesandtschaft to AA. Feb/1931. p. 4-5. 
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emphasis placed on its ineffectiveness, in face of policies which led prices away from 

market conditions, reinforcing excessive production, with serious consequences to the 

entire Brazilian economy: 

[…] the export of the national produce of coffee will not grow, because 

the demand of the world market is limited, while Brazil, because of its 

current customs and economic policies, is incapable of producing at 

world-market prices, [therefore] the solution to the whole national 

economic problem stays dependent on the coffee question. […] a 

sustainable improvement would only be successful when the root of the 

problem is addressed, [not] allowing for excessive growth of coffee 

plantations”58 

 

 The reports issued after the year 1933, however, brought a clear change in tone. 

Sent the day after the nomination of Hitler as Reichskanzler (January 30th1933), the first 

Report had little reference to economic matters. It focused on the political situation in 

Brazil, after the 1932 Revolution in the state of São Paulo, the improvement of cultural 

relations and alluded to the expectations of continued good relations with the new 

German government. 59 

However, in May of that same year, a supplement was issued by the General 

Consulate of São Paulo, dealing exclusively and in detail with economic matters. In this 

report, the policy adopted by the Brazilian government of buying the excessive 

production (Überangebot) of coffee was praised, as it should help the “reestablishment 

of a market which is the general barometer of the economy”, bringing an increase in the 

profits of coffee planters and the resulting reduction in unemployment. For the first time 

in the reports, an element of state intervention in the economy was viewed in a positive 

light. The improving situation of the local industry also accounted for a general increase 

in the imports of manufactured inputs, for the supply of which Brazil was dependent on 

imports. This, despite the “bad fiscal and monetary situation” of the government of the 

state of São Paulo, could be of interest to German manufacturers.60 

 The same supplement also brings an interesting commentary on the idea that the 

economy of São Paulo, in order to overcome the crisis, should be redirected from the 

current coffee-based monoculture to a more diversified type of rural production. 

Especial mention is given to the possibility of expanding cotton plantations. With the 

crisis, and the lower profitability of coffee production, a great opportunity for such 

                                                           
58Wirtschaftlische Übersicht für 1931.PAAA R 91.715 Deutsche Gesandtschaft to AA. Mar/1932. P.11 
59PolitischeJahresübersicht: 1932. PAAA R 91.715 Deutsche Gesandtschaft to AA. Jan/1933. 
60Wirtschaftsübersicht:1933 – São Paulo. PAAA R 91.715 Deutsche General Consulat São Paulo to AA. 

Mai/1934.p.2-11 
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expansion would supposedly present itself. This would be of special interest to supply 

the German demand for cotton.  

[…] the crisis of coffee and the growing hardship faced by the planters led to a 

change, as the planters allowed their workers to maintain their own smaller 

cultures […], [then] comes the cotton plantation, that should now be supported 

by the secretary of agriculture with the delivery of first class seeds. […] [That] 

would lead to a full-valued product, a huge progress, not only quantitative, but 

especially in terms of quality.61 

 

 This emphasis is interesting because São Paulo had never before been a 

particularly important cotton supplier to the German market. However, in the context of 

weakening international trade and lack of access to traditional supplying sources, the 

possibility of establishing closer ties between Germany and Brazil became relatively 

more attractive. The proposal to enhance the production of cotton meant that the 

economy of São Paulo could enter the sphere of the economic space under German 

influence and thus contribute to the project of building an “autarkic” extended economy. 

Indeed, Brazil would overcome the United States in order to become the first supplier of 

cotton for the German industry by 1938. 

 The shift between the Weimar Republic and National Socialism was reflected in 

the rapid change in the discourse about Brazil produced within the AA. In the years that 

followed, from 1934 to 1936, the main objects of discussion were related to the 

Bilateral Trade Agreements, based on the “clearance” concept. Furthermore, special 

attention is given to the negotiations and eventual signature of a Trade Agreement 

between Brazil and the United States, in February 1935, which incorporated liberal and 

multilateral clauses and was, therefore, consideredto be contrary to German interests 

regarding Brazil.62 

 The ideas mobilized refer to the importance of maintaining the trade channel 

with Brazil open, even against American pressures. Hence, the necessity of a formal 

Clearance Agreement could be called into question and a more “informal agreement” 

(as it was actually closed)was defended, if it resulted in maintaining the channels open. 

This effort of bargaining an arrangement that secured the commercial bonds between 

Brazil and Germany were aimed at “keeping the German economy more independent 

                                                           
61Wirtschaftsübersicht:1933 – São Paulo. PAAA R 91.715 Deutsche General Consulat São Paulo to AA. 

Mai/1934.p 12 
62For a discussion of the circumstances of the Treaty, see: BRUZZI CURI, L. F. and LIMA, D. Roberto 

Simonsen and the Brazil-U.S. Trade Agreement of 1935: Economic ideas and political action. Belo 

Horizonte: Nova Economia. 25 (3), 2015. pp. 477-500. 
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from external pressure”.63 Even though this factis not directly mentioned on the reports, 

it could be inferred that the war preparations became more and more the background 

against which these negotiations took place, especially from 1936 onwards.64 

 The analysis of the discourse of the German diplomats, extracted from the 

reports in the period between 1933 and 1936, leads to the recognition of the general 

thread of economic ideas that informed their understanding of Brazil and its place in 

German foreign policy. It was regarded not only as a mere partner in mutually 

beneficial bilateral relations, but in fact as a very important piece in the constitution of a 

German sphere of economic interest in South America. The objective of opposing 

American hegemony in the region, as well as the firm willingness to secure access to 

that source of strategical raw materials, illustrates a geopolitical stance and a 

corresponding economic discourse, attuned to the aim of achieving autarky, in the sense 

of a secure supply of inputs, through the constitution of a truly intercontinental German 

“extended economic space”, or Großwirtschaftsraum. 

 At the end of the timeframe of our analysis, the focus of the reports drastically 

shifts. In the Annual Reports relative to the years 1937 and 1938, the reference to 

“strictly economic matters” was considerably reduced. There were general references to 

the situation of the economy and tables, raw statistics of trade and very little in the way 

of the previously abundant commentaries on trade and economic relations. A lot of 

attention was given to the “persecution” of the German communities in the South of 

Brazil and attacks against Germany in the Brazilian media, among others. Nonetheless, 

when referring to economic matters, the tone of the discourse and its contents remained 

practically the same. Now more than ever, since the war preparations were by then well 

underway and Germany was rapidly becoming a true “war-economy”,65 the national 

interests were related to the capacity to be autarkic and to extend its “natural economic 

space”.66 

 This virtual absence of economic commentaries in the reports seen to have been 

connected to two contexts which affected German-Brazilian relations at the end of the 

1930s. On the one hand, there were the difficulties of sustaining clearance trade, facing 

the growing opposition of the USA and Britain around 1937-38 and thenceforward. On 

                                                           
63Politischer Jahresbericht: 1935. PAAA R 27.196 Deutsche Botschaft to AA, 1936. 
64See: OVERY, R. War and Economy in the Third Reich. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995. 
65See: OVERY, 1995 and TOOZE, 2006. 
66Politischer Jahresbericht: 1937. PAAA R 27.196 Deutsche Botschaft to AA. Jan/1938. and 

PolitischerJahresbericht: 1938. PAAA R 27.196Deutsche Botschaft to AA. Fev/1939. 
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the other hand, there was the internal political context of Brazil. A Putsch delivered in 

1937 ended the “constitutional period” of the Vargas government (1934-37) and 

installed a nationalist-authoritarian dictatorship, with Vargas as the head of state, but 

relying now more strongly on the support of the upper-echelon of the military, of clear 

nationalist leanings, also in economic matters. 

 

 

Final remarks 

  

 In the present study, an attempt was made to show the interrelationship between 

the economic concepts of autarky and “extended economic space”, which have 

themselves a historical development, and the strategic role played by Brazil in German 

foreign economic policy in the 1930s. The historical constitution of the concepts of 

Autarkieand Großraumwirtschaft was thus examined. Departing from the analysis of a 

long German-speaking intellectual tradition, we have retraced the way pursued by the 

concept of autarky, from an original meaning of self-sufficiency to an expansionist 

connotation related to the conquest of “secure” sources of inputs. The “economic space” 

configured by these sources would constitute the Großraumwirtschaft. This conceptual 

apparatus proved handy to tackle Germany’s relevant problems in the context of 

interwar years, marked by the disruptive effects of the world economic crisis and the 

ascension of National Socialism. Particularly, it informed the formulation of the 

German economic foreign policy in these years, for which Brazil was a strategic 

country. 

 The appointment of an economic expert, Karl Ritter, as ambassador to Brazil in 

1936 was illustrative of the strategic commercial role that the South American power 

was supposed to play within the general goal of expanding the international sphere 

under German influence. His discourse emphasized Brazil’s importance as a supplier of 

raw materials, pointing to the extraordinary increase in the German-Brazilian trade, but 

also to the supposed ideological affinities between Hitler and sections of the Brazilian 

government. In his article published in 1936 by Foreign Affairs, he presented elements 

of that conceptual framework, related to the concepts of Autarkieand 

Großraumwirtschaft. 
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 These ideas became an integral part of the economic discourse of German 

diplomats in Brazil.They were also part of the framework of analysis that these 

diplomats mobilized, in order to understand and interpret the Brazilian situation from 

the perspective of perceived “German interests”. In the Annual Reports elaborated in 

Brazil and handed in to the German Foreign Office, it was possible to recognize the 

concrete formulation of recommendations that envisaged a deeper integration of Brazil 

into the “extended space” under German economic influence. The case of Brazilian 

exports of cotton to Germany is indeed illustrative of how the conceptual framework 

intertwined with economic policy and the flows of trade. Furthermore, the German-

Brazilian economic approaching in the 1930s can be seen as one of the situations in 

which these concepts were really “applied” or in which they acquired concrete shape. 

 


