
 

 

MODERN HISTORY 
 
“Evaluate the role and success of propaganda in the Nazi attempts at creating a 
Volksgemeinshaft.” 
 
 
Propaganda was used by the National Socialists as a means for the persuasion and indoctrination 
of all Germans. Headed by Goebbels, the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda 
played a key role in mobilising the minds and spirit of Germans to embrace the concept of a 
Volksgemeinshaft. This ideal of a peoples’ community was popularised through various forms of 
propaganda such as radio, print media and film. Although the menace of violence was to some 
extent, counter-balanced by the positive image of Nazi society presented in the mass media1, terror 
and coercion did contribute, to a certain measure, to the creation of a Volksgemeinshaft.  
 
Volksgemeinshaft, based on the principle of Gemeinnutz geht vor Eigennutz (‘Common good before 
the good of the individual’), lay at the core of Nazi ideology. Hitler’s vision of a Volksgemeinshaft 
represented the creation of a racially pure state, ‘ein Volk, ein Reich’ (one people, one empire); this 
criteria was extended to include all ethnic Germans from Austria, Czechoslovakia and Poland. The 
idea of inclusion must naturally be based on the idea of exclusion and the Nazi regime was no 
different in this practise, in fact, they excelled at it. For the Nazi’s, Volksgemeinshaft meant the 
deliberate ostracising of biological outsiders such as Jews and gypsies. Propaganda was employed 
to achieve the realisation of this idealistic peoples’ community.  
 
Hitler and Goebbels had an innate understanding of what constituted effective propaganda.2 Hitler 
described the effects of ‘clever and continuous use of propaganda’ as being able to make people 
‘mistake heaven for hell, and vice versa’, thus, he believed that the main elements of propaganda 
should project a single view, be repetitious and marginalisation, play on emotions, and be simple.3 
Nazi propaganda can be segmented into four major themes during this period: 1) appeal to national 
unity based upon the principle ‘The community before the individual’; 2) the need for racial purity; 3) 
a hatred of enemies which centred on Jews and Bolsheviks, and 4) charismatic leadership 
(Fuhrerprinzip).4 In order to promote the Volksgemeinshaft, propaganda was disseminated though 
several mediums. 
 
Technologies such as the radio and loudspeakers not only offered the Nazi leadership a means for 
mass dissemination of their ideological messages but it also provided them with a vessel for 
reinforcing concepts such as the Volksgemeinshaft through communal listening experiences.5  
 
Goebbels showed his appreciation of the propaganda value of broadcasting when he commented, 
“What the press was in the nineteenth century, radio will be for the twentieth century.’6 With the 
monopoly Reich Broadcasting Corporation under Nazi control, and its programmes strictly censored 
and made even more nationalistic than in the last days of the Weimar Republic, the radio offered 
the easiest way to spread Nazi propaganda and provided the Reich with the most instant way of 
reaching its population.7 In the mid 1930’s, Nazi Propagandist Artur Freudenberg declared, “It is  

                                                            
1 Welch,D. Nazi Propaganda and the Volksgemeinshaft: Constructing a People’s Community p.216 
2 Webb,K. Germany 1918‐1939; Ch11 The Role of Propaganda p.87 
3 Ibid. 
4 Welch,D. Nazi Propaganda and the Volksgemeinshaft: Constructing a People’s Community p.217 
5 http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10007821 

 
6 Evans,E & Jenkins,J Years of Weimar & the Third Reich p.332 
7 http://www.transdiffusion.org/rmc/features/hitlers_radio.php 



 

 

imperative in the political interest of the state not only that the whole nation participates in 
broadcasting, but that the entire nation is ready to receive radio programmes at any moment.”8 As a 
result, the ministry heavily subsidized the creation of the inexpensive “People's Radio” 
(Volksempfänger) to facilitate sales; paying in installments was also an option. By 1935, about 1.5 
million of these radios were sold, giving Germany one of the largest radio-listening publics in the 
world9 and by 1939, 70% of households possessed radio. Even the manufacture of the cheap radio 
was used as propaganda; a poster promoting the new radio depicted a mass crowd standing 
around the radio with the slogan ‘All of Germany listens to Fuhrer on the People’s Radio’. The 
popularity of the radio indicated by the number of listeners displays the effectiveness of propaganda 
in fashioning the Fuhrerprinzip and thereby the evolved allegiance to his regimes’ ideologies such 
as the Volksgemeinshaft.  
 
The Der Sturmer was the most notorious, anti-Semitic newspaper in Germany.10 It faced much 
opposition from politicians and Jewish organisations during the years of Weimar, however, following 
the Nazi takeover circulation dramatically increased from 14,000 in 1927 to almost 500,000 in 
1935.11 After the 1930’s, Der Sturmer could be found on sidewalks and street corners throughout 
Germany, ensuring wide reach. The Poeople’s Observer, which Hitler had purchased for his party in 
1920 also experienced a spike in circulation as the Nazi Party became more successful, reaching 
more than 120,000 in 1931 and 1.7 million by 1944. These figures indicate that the population were 
interested in anti-Semitic stories and the going’s on of the Nazi Party. Thus, propaganda became 
increasingly effective in promoting the ideals of a Volksgemeinshaft, such as anti-Semitism as the 
popularity of the party grew.  
 
Film was recognised by the Nazi party as a tool that worked powerfully on the subconscious and 
could be used successfully to influence the masses.12 Every movie made in Nazi Germany had a 
political function.13 Amongst the most inflammatory anti-Semitic films produced were The 
Rothschilds and Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew). Goebbels provided special directions as to how 
the movies were to be described. The Rothschilds was to be treated as a “faithful re-enactment” of 
historical events. Thus, one publication referred to the film as a historic account of the way Jews 
profited from England’s victory of Napoleon, “while nations are bleeding on the battlefield.”14 Marion 
Pritchard, who was a graduate student from the Netherlands recalls going to see the movie with her 
Gentile friend saying they laughed at it ‘all the way through because it was so outrageous’. 
However, when she came out of the movie, her friend said to her, “I wish I hadn’t seen it. I know that 
it was all ridiculous propaganda, but for the first time in my life I have a sense of them and us – 
Jews and Gentiles. I’m going to do everything I can to help them, but I wish I didn’t have this 
feeling.”15 The notable change in ‘spirit’ which Marion’s friend recognised within herself after viewing 
The Eternal Jew is a testimony to the effectiveness that film propaganda had on changing the 
perceptions of audiences, however well educated they may be. This particularly demonstrates the 
ease with which propaganda would have encouraged the feelings of hatred that many people had 
festering inside of them. Films like these would have persuaded them to the Fuhrer’s view point that 
Jews were parasites who, through international finance and communism, corrupted nations and 
were responsible for all the ills which had plagued Germany since its defeat in WW116; thereby 
promoting the notion that Jews were incapable of sacrificing for a communal greater good, which  
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goes against the theory of a Volksgemeinshaft. Furthermore, these films also highlight how 
propaganda was used to promote the idea of racial superiority and anti-Semitism, key features of 
the Volksgemeinshaft theory. 
 
Whether or not Leni Riefenstahl intended for her films to be propaganda or not, they were indeed 
used by the Nazis as propaganda. There are numerous elements in Triumph of the Will which paint 
Hitler and the Nazis in a favourable light. For example, in the opening credits, there is a chronology 
of events leading up to the 1934 Nuremburg rally, one of the lines read, ’19 months after the start of 
Germany’s rebirth’. Riefenstahl is referring to the first 19 months of Nazi rule, when numerous 
opponents were beaten and thrown into concentration camps and after the Knight of the Long 
Knives, this period is passed off as a ‘rebirth’.17 Another example of Triumph of the Will displaying 
propagandistic components is the depiction of Hitler in the film. As Hitler travels in his car he is cast 
in a ‘halo-effect’. Back lighting is used to make it appear as though his hand is fully lit – as if he 
alone holds the power. The constant back light in which Hitler is cast, softens the image, portraying 
strength and determination; this ‘Messianic’ image has been carefully constructed. Other 
propagandistic elements in the film include the allusion to German symbols such as the prominence 
of the city of Nuremburg, which Hitler describes as being the ‘German of German’18 and the 
Mercedes car which is German-manufactured, in which Hitler rides. Thousands of smiling faces are 
seen with thousands of hands raised in the Heil Hitler salute, there is a feeling of mass adulation. 
Anyone witnessing this on film is clearly being positioned as Richard Evans comments, “...hysterical 
mass adulation of its Leader would surely have an effect in persuading many otherwise sceptical or 
neutral Germans to swim with the tide of popular opinion.”19 Triumph of the Will was intentionally 
funded by Ufa studios so as to make it not look like propaganda, the film’s success can be attested 
for by how quickly the return on investment was gained, Ufa studios recovered the cost and then 
some within 2 months of the film’s release.20 Triumph of the Will also broke box office records within 
the first three weeks of its release. 21 In addition to the success of the film in the homeland, Triumph 
of the Will also received the award for Germany’s National film prize. Goebbels presented 
Riefenstahl with the award and praised the film because “it shows, in monumental images never 
before seen, the thrilling events of our political life. It is the great vision of the Fuhrer on film 
presented in images of a vividness never before seen.”22 Here again, the construction and 
embellishment of the Fuhrerprinzip is evident, as Ian Kershaw comments, “... The Hitler cult became 
the pivot of the propaganda effort; ...The final ‘goal’... could only be reached by blindly following the 
Fuhrer.”23  
 
One section of the population which proved particularly receptive to the notion of a ‘national 
community’ was German youth.24 For the majority of German youth, the Nazi regime offered 
companionship and a pioneering role: the ideology of National Socialism represented the triumph of 
a rejuvenated Germany.25 Propaganda aimed at German youth embodied two beliefs that Hitler had 
about propaganda; it was simple and single-viewed. Propaganda posters proclaimed slogans such 
as, ‘Youth serves the Fuhrer. All ten year olds join the HJ’, and ‘This hand guides the Reich: 
German youth, follow it in the ranks of the Hitler Youth’, as a result of effective propaganda 
campaigns, by 1935, 60% of all German youth belonged to the Hitler Youth.26 Contrary to popular 
beliefs however, the Hitler Youth had not engaged all young people. By the late 1930’s independent 
gangs had formed including the Swing Youth, and the Edelweiss Pirates. The representation of  
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these entities signifies that propaganda targeted at German youth, whilst on the whole was 
effective, failed to capture the minds and spirits of every young person and thus, shows the 
unimpressed views of propaganda eulogising a Volksgemeinshaft.  
 
Coercion and the pervasive fear of violence should not be underestimated in the role it played in 
inhibiting forces of opposition27 and creating support for the Volksgemeinshaft. The Gestapo was set 
up in November 1933 to protect the regime against its enemies. It soon became a byword for cruelty 
and brutality. The two o’clock knock on the door and an invitation to accompany agents to Gestapo 
headquarters were things to be feared.28 There is no doubt that the Gestapo were effective in 
instilling a sense of fear in the German people. They conducted their activities openly and those 
who they released from their custody provided the organisation with free propaganda regarding its 
behaviour.29 The Gestapo along with other terror organs such as the SA and SS also had popular 
appeal as Richard Overy comments, “...The idea of popular justice against real enemies seems to 
have been widely believed and endorsed...the castration of paedophiles and the imprisonment of 
homosexuals and asocials pandered to conventional moral revulsion.”30 Overy’s comment indicates 
that terror apparatus used in Nazi Germany upheld the values of the majority of society, casting the 
regime in a favourable light.  
 
The creation of a Volksgemeinshaft within Nazi Germany can largely be attested to the success of 
propaganda in mobilising the minds and spirits of the German population whilst coercion and terror 
aided the efforts undertaken by the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda.  
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