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Abstract

Jewish Entrepreneurship in 18th to 19th Century Berlin:

From Religious Minority to Secular Community

by Yugo Takehara

In the mid-18th century, Jewish merchants in Berlin began making significant contribu-
tions not only to their own profits but also to the profits of Christian merchants around
them. For example, Jewish factory owners (Fabrikanten) imported raw silk and export-
ed silk fabrics for Christian business rivals as well as themselves in the Prussian silk in-
dustry. Even after Jews achieved Prussian citizenship in 1812 and the legal right to join
the Corporation der Kaufmannschaft (merchants’ guilds in Berlin) in 1820, they continued
to work for the profits of both Jewish and Christian merchants. They cooperated with
the Altesten (the directors of the Corporation der Kaufmannschaft) to build a clearinghouse,
some railroad companies, and several big banks in Berlin. In late 19th-century Berlin,
Emil Rathenau, a Jewish entrepreneur, received most of the capital and executives from
big banks to expand his business, and consequentially, the company, AEG, was man-
aged by both Jewish and Christian interests.

In the late Middle Ages, Jews and Christians worked primarily for the profits of
their own communities, but in the 18th century Jewish merchants in Berlin gradually
began working for the profits of both the Jewish and Christian communities. As a re-
sult, by the second half of the 19th century a new secular community had been shaped
in Berlin.
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