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SECTION A: MODERN WORLD DEPTH STUDY 

Option 1 Life in Nazi Germany,  
1933–45

This option focuses on the impact of the Nazi 
dictatorship on people’s lives in Germany, and 
on the effect of political, economic, social and 
racial forces in Germany at this time.

The opening years of the 1930s saw the rapid 
rise of Hitler to totalitarian power and the 
beginning of a police state. German workers, 
women and youth found their lives hugely 
changed as the Nazis imposed their ideas 
of Gleichschaltung and Volksgemeinschaft. 
The Jews, Roma and other minorities 
were persecuted.

During World War II, the Nazi state came under 
pressure and began to fail. Life became much 
harder for German people and opposition 

and resistance increased. The Nazis tried to 
implement their ‘final solution’ (genocide) for 
the Jews.

This option examines the following key areas:

u Hitler takes political control, 1933–34

u Control and opposition

u Life for workers in Nazi Germany

u Life for women and the family in Nazi 
Germany

u Life for young people in Nazi Germany

u Life for the Jewish community and 
minorities in Nazi Germany

u Germany at war

1933 January Hitler becomes Chancellor
 February The Reichstag Fire
 March The Enabling Act gives Hitler the 

right to make laws
 June The Law to Reduce Unemployment
1934 January Law for the Prevention of 

Hereditarily Diseased Offspring
 June Night of the Long Knives
1935 The Nuremberg Laws

1936 The Four Year Plan for the economy
1938 Kristallnacht
1939 Start of World War II
1941 Bishop von Galen speaks out against 

the Nazis 
1942 The Wannsee Conference proposes 

the ‘Final Solution’
1944 The von Stauffenberg Bomb Plot
1945 Dresden bombings

Timeline
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Option 1: Life in Nazi Germany, 1933–45

1 Hitler takes political control, 1933–34

Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor

The removal of opposition
In order to gain total control over Germany, Hitler 
would have to overcome a number of obstacles. 
He would have to deal with the President, the 
Reichstag and the army, each of which could still 
prevent his rise to total power. In addition, there 
might be opposition from other parties, Germany’s 
state governments and the country’s trade union 
movement.

Hitler moved almost immediately to gain an 
overall majority in the Reichstag, calling new 
elections for 5 March 1933. If Hitler wanted to 
achieve a Nazi Party majority of seats, he would 
need to stop people voting for two of Germany’s 
main parties, the SPD (the moderate Social 
Democratic Party) and KPD (the Communists). 
The Nazis attempted to achieve this in the 
following ways:

u	In early February a new law forbade newspapers 
and public meetings from criticising the 
Chancellor and his administration.

u	In the state of Prussia, which made up two 
thirds of the whole of Germany, leading Nazi 
Hermann Göring was made Minister of the 
Interior. He ensured that the SA were enrolled 
into the police and were used to disrupt 
opposition parties’ election campaigns. 

	The SA celebrates on 30 January 1933 with a huge 
torch-lit procession, watched by large crowds of Nazi 
supporters giving the Nazi salute. Was Hitler certain 
of becoming a dictator at this point?

Weimar Germany, 1919–33
The government of Germany in the 1920s was 
known as the ‘Weimar Republic’, after the town 
where the government was declared in 1919. It had 
a President, but real power was in the hands of an 
elected parliament, the Reichstag, which made the 
laws and guaranteed the German people’s political 
and religious rights and freedoms. 

It was a weak government, constantly attacked 
by both the Communists and by right-wing 
nationalist groups such as the Nazi Party 
(NSDAP) – a fascist organisation led by Adolf 
Hitler. Hitler’s message was one of violence – he 
hated the Jews and the Communists (whom he 
blamed for Germany’s defeat in the First World 
War), and vowed to make Germany into a great 
military power again. Hitler was backed by two 
paramilitary organisations – the 60,000-strong 
Sturmabteilung (SA) and the smaller Schutzstaffel 
(SS) – who intimidated and murdered his 
opponents.

The rise of the Nazis 
The Nazi Party remained small and unpopular 
until 1929, when the Great Depression wrecked 
the German economy. The Nazi message of hate 
found a ready audience, particularly amongst the 
middle classes and farmers, whose businesses 
were going bankrupt. The number of Nazi seats 
in the Reichstag rose from 12 in 1928 to 230 in 
July 1932.

By January 1933, the Reichstag was hopelessly 
divided and, unable to run a stable government, 
the President, Paul von Hindenburg, and former 
Chancellor Franz von Papen offered Hitler the 
post of Chancellor in a coalition government. Von 
Hindenburg and von Papen hoped to use the Nazi 
deputies to gain a majority in the Reichstag, but 
believed they could control Hitler. On 30 January 
1933, Hitler accepted the post and von Hindenburg 
appointed him Chancellor.

The Reichstag Fire 
It was the burning of the Reichstag building on 27 February that gave Hitler 
his best chance of destroying the KPD’s election campaign. Because a Dutch 
Communist, Marinus van der Lubbe, was captured at the scene, the Nazis 
blamed the Communists for the blaze and suggested that could be the start 
of a communist rebellion. 

The blaze was so convenient for Hitler that many people suspected that the 
Nazis were involved in setting the fire. In 1933, in London, a group of  
anti-Nazis held a mock counter-trial, at which they produced fake evidence –  
said to be from a member of the SA – which admitted that the Nazis had 
started the fire. 

Hitler used the blaze to exploit President von Hindenburg’s fear of a 
communist takeover. He also persuaded the President to approve the Decree 
for the Protection of People and State. This new law, which remained in 
place for the duration of Nazi rule, gave the government the power to 
suspend many of the civil rights that had been guaranteed in the Weimar 
constitution. It allowed ‘restrictions on personal liberty, on the right of 
free expression of opinion, including freedom of the press, on the right of 
assembly and association, and violations of the privacy of postal, telegraphic 
and telephonic communications, and warrants for house-searches’. 

The new government lost no time in using its emergency powers and went on 
to imprison opponents, disrupt the election campaigns of opposition parties 
and intimidate left-wing voters.

Source A Sefton Delmer, a British journalist, provides an account of Hitler’s reaction 
to the Reichstag Fire.

Twenty to thirty minutes after the fire was discovered, Hitler said to von Papen: ‘This is a God-
given signal. If this fire, as I believe, turns out to be the handiwork of the Communists, then 
there is nothing that will stop us from crushing out the murderous pest with an iron fist.’ … 
That evening Hitler said to me, ‘God grant that this be the work of the Communists. You are 
witnessing the beginning of a new age in German history.’

�	Berliners watch the Reichstag Fire in February 1933. Why was the burning of the 
Reichstag so frightening for German people?

Questions 1 and 2 in the 
exam will be based on 
factual knowledge. What 
is a fact? How does it 
differ from an inference, 
an opinion and a 
judgement?

Revision tip

Activities
1 Explain what 

the following 
organisations were:
l the SPD
l the KPD
l the Reichstag
l the SA
l the SS.

2 What was the 
Decree for the 
Protection of People 
and State?

3 How did the 
Reichstag Fire help 
the Nazis?

4 Does Source A 
support, or not 
support, the 
claim that the 
Nazis started the 
Reichstag Fire?

Revision tips from the expert 
authors help students achieve 
their best in the exams

Clear, in-depth 
topic coverage 
builds students' 
historical 
knowledge

Visual sources deepen 
understanding and 
improve evaluative skills

Written 
sources add 
memorable 
detail and 
colour to the 
narrative

Activities 
develop 
students’ 
knowledge 
as they 
progress 
through 
the course 
and provide 
ready-made 
in-class or 
homework 
tasks
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The election of 5 March 1933
Held just six days after the Reichstag Fire, the 1933 election took place amidst 
an outpouring of of Nazi propaganda and intimidation. In Prussia, Göring 
issued a 'shooting decree' which gave the police the right to shoot political 
protesters. Thousands of the KPD’s members and trade unionists were 
imprisoned and the SPD leaders fled the country.

Even so, when the results were declared, the Nazis had won only 288 seats (see 
Table 1). While this was far more than any other party, it was still not enough for 
an overall majority. The KPD managed to win 81 seats despite the government’s 
underhand tactics, while the SPD won a very respectable 120 seats.

However, with the support of the 52 Nationalist Party deputies, the Nazis 
could now count on just over 50 per cent of the votes in the Reichstag. This left 
the Nazis in a stronger position within both the cabinet and the government.

Party Seats Percentage

Nazis (NSDAP) 288 45

Social Democrats (SPD) 120 19

Communists (KPD) 81 13

Centre Party (Z) 74 11

Others 84 12

Table 1 Election results, March 1933

The Enabling Act, 23 March 1933
Hitler, however, wanted even more power and moved to amend the 
constitution to allow the government to introduce laws without the 
Reichstag’s or President’s approval for a period of four years. Such a change to 
the constitution required the support of two-thirds of the Reichstag members 
present. However, at this point Hitler could count on the support of only 
50 per cent of deputies.

To ensure his two-thirds majority, Hitler simply ensured that most of his 
opponents were not there to vote against the measure. He used the powers 
of the Decree for the Protection of People and State to ban the KPD, thus 
preventing the Communists from voting against the new law. With the 
Communist deputies now in jail, Hitler just needed the support of the 
Catholic Centre Party (Z) to achieve the 66 per cent of votes needed. Their 
support was achieved by a promise to cancel the Decree for the Protection 
of People and State and an agreement to protect the rights of the Catholic 
Church within Germany. 

The final vote was passed by 441 votes to 94 in March 1933. Only the Social 
Democrats bravely opposed the measure, despite the presence of SA and SS 
men chanting ‘We want the Enabling Act’ (Source B).

Source B Extract from an account by a member of the SPD, of the Reichstag meeting 
where the Enabling Act was passed, March 1933.

We tried to dam the flood of Hitler’s unjust accusations with interruptions of ‘No!’, ‘An error!’, 
‘False!’ but that did us no good. The SA and SS people, who surrounded us in a semicircle along the 
walls of the hall, hissed loudly and murmured: ‘Shut up!’, ‘Traitors!’, ‘You’ll be strung up today’.

Activities
1 What was the 

Enabling Act?
2 How did Hitler 

manage to get the 
Enabling act passed 
by the Reichstag?

3 Explain 
Gleichschaltung.

4 Why did Hitler want 
to control Germany’s 
state governments?

Gleichschaltung
Hitler’s government might have been given sweeping power for four 
years, yet within months they had eliminated most of the remaining 
political opposition in Germany. This was achieved by a process known 
as Gleichschaltung (a German word meaning ‘bringing into alignment’ – 
coordinating all aspects of life to fit in with Nazi ideals). 

Gleichschaltung took the following forms:

u	In late March 1933 all of Germany’s state parliaments were closed down, 
then re-established with Nazi majorities.

u	In April 1933, Jews and other individuals that the Nazis regarded as their 
political enemies were removed from jobs in the legal profession and 
civil service. At the same time, key positions within Germany’s state 
governments were taken over by Nazis.

u	In May 1933, all trade unions were outlawed and replaced by a Nazi union, 
the DAF (German Labour Front).

u	Youth Clubs and initiatives such as Strength through Joy (or Kraft durch 
Freude, KdF) and Beauty of Labour (or Schönheit der Arbeit, SdA) tried 
to make the German people think like Nazis. These organisations are 
discussed in more detail on page 18.

u	In July 1933, the ‘Law against the Establishment of Political Parties' made 
the Nazis the only legal political party.

In July 1933, therefore, Germany became a one-party state. However, by this 
stage there were few other parties to get rid of. The Social Democrats had 
already been outlawed, while the Centre Party had ceased to exist.

In November 1933, yet more Reichstag elections were held. This time the 
Nazis won 92 per cent of the vote.

In January 1934, Hitler introduced the Law for the Reconstruction of the 
State. This law abolished all of Germany’s state governments, apart from 
Prussia’s, which continued to be run by Hermann Göring, a key Nazi leader.

�	The SA moves to occupy trade union buildings in Berlin on 2 May 1933. How 
would closing down the trade unions increase Hitler’s power?
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The threat from Röhm and the SA
Hitler’s position was still under threat; however, 
now the danger came from the SA, commanded 
for the last two years by Ernst Röhm, one of 
Hitler’s longest-serving co-workers. Under Röhm’s 
leadership the SA had expanded to over two million 
members (some historians say 4.5 million).

Röhm was one of the more left-wing members of 
the Nazi Party. He believed that Hitler’s takeover 
would be followed by a ‘second revolution’, in 
which the authority of Germany’s economic old 
guard and the army would be crushed and the SA 
would become Germany’s new army. Röhm now 
wanted this second revolution to start. His plans 
worried the German Army, which looked down 
on the SA as a group of thugs and made clear its 
displeasure to Hitler. 

This concerned Hitler because:

u	He feared the Army. It was the only group that 
could stop his achievement of dictatorship.

u	He needed the Army to implement his foreign 
policy aims. Many in the army high command 
supported these aims. 

Röhm was also opposed by other leading Nazis 
such as Heinrich Himmler (head of the SS) and 
Hermann Göring (Source A). They believed that 
the SA leader had become too big for his boots 
and they tried to convince Hitler that Röhm was 
disloyal and that aspects of his private life, such 
as his open homosexuality, were inappropriate for 
a leading Nazi. 

The Night of the Long Knives
Hitler finally moved against the SA on the night of 
30 June 1934, an event that became known as the 
‘Night of the Long Knives’. Anyone he suspected 
of preventing his achievement of dictatorship was 
executed. Key SA leaders, including Röhm, were 
arrested and executed.

Estimates vary widely, but it is believed that 
around 100–200 people were killed on this night. 
Hitler’s achievement of dictatorship took another 
step forward. The Nazis justified the actions 
that they had taken by claiming that they had 
prevented an SA putsch (revolution) from taking 
place. On 3 July, the Reichstag approved a law 
stating that: ‘the measures taken on 30 June and 
1 and 2 July to suppress the acts of high treason 
are legal, being necessary for the self-defence of 
the state.’ Both the Army leadership and President 
von Hindenburg spoke of their appreciation for the 
actions that Hitler had taken.

The death of von Hindenburg: Hitler becomes Führer
With the SA threat gone, von Hindenburg was the only person standing in 
Hitler’s way as he moved towards dictatorship. Yet any threat that the elderly 
President might have posed proved very short-lived, as von Hindenburg died 
on 2 August 1934. A day earlier, a new law had been passed, which merged 
together the jobs of President and Chancellor and replaced both with the  
all-powerful position of Führer and Reich Chancellor. 

The army now showed its thanks to Hitler for the removal of the SA threat 
by swearing an oath of personal loyalty to the Führer. Previously, soldiers 
had promised their loyalty to the constitution. In this new oath, each soldier 
promised to ‘render unconditional obedience to Adolf Hitler, the Führer of the 
German nation’. From this point on the army’s fate was totally linked to Hitler’s.

Shortly after Hitler became Führer, the German people were asked to vote in 
a plebiscite to indicate their approval for Hitler’s new position. Forty-three 
million Germans – almost 90 per cent of those who voted – agreed with the 
actions that the Führer had taken.

Little more than 18 months after his appointment as a relatively weak 
Chancellor, Hitler had turned Germany into a totalitarian state. What was 
most remarkable was that most of the revolutionary changes introduced had 
been implemented legally, using the powers granted by the 1933 Enabling Act.

Activity
1 Who were:

l Paul von Hindenburg
l Franz von Papen
l Ernst Röhm?

2 Explain the German word Führer.
3 Why did the Night of the Long Knives take place?
4 Create a timeline to describe the sequence of events that led to Hitler 

declaring himself Germany’s Führer.

The following were all factors helping Hitler take control of Germany in 1933: Reichstag 
Fire; 1933 election; Enabling Act; Gleichschaltung; Abolition of Trade Unions; Law 
against the Establishment of Political Parties; Night of the Long Knives.

You need to be prepared for a question which suggests that ANY of the factors was the 
most important, and then asks whether you agree.

Revision tip

Practice questions
1 How did Hitler use the Enabling Act to help him consolidate his power?
2 ‘Hitler achieved power in Germany by one means only: the use of terror.’ Do you agree? Explain 

your answer.�	A British cartoon from 
1934 commenting on the 
Night of the Long Knives; 
the caption states ‘They 
salute with both hands 
now’. How did the Night of 
the Long Knives increase 
Hitler’s power?

Source A Extract from a speech by Hermann Göring, 
18 June 1934. 

It does not lie with us to say if a second revolution is 
necessary. The first revolution was ordered by the Leader and 
finished by him. If the Leader wishes a second revolution, we 
stand tomorrow, if he wants us, in the streets. If he wishes no 
further action we will suppress everyone who wants to make 
a second revolution against the wishes of the Leader.
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2 Control and opposition

The law courts 
The judicial system also came under state control. 
The aim was to ensure that the legal system did 
not protect those the state wanted to punish. 
After Germany’s law courts found a number of 
Communists not guilty of setting the Reichstag 
Fire in 1933, a furious Hitler set up a special 
Volksgerichtshof (People’s Court) in 1934 which 
would give the ‘right’ verdict on those accused of 
crimes against the state. Trials had Nazi judges, no 
juries, and defendants were often simply accused 
and not allowed to defend themselves.

It is estimated that in the period up to 1939, the 
judicial system sentenced nearly a quarter of a 
million Germans found guilty of political crimes 
to more than 600,000 years in prison.

Concentration camps
The Decree for the Protection of People and State 
allowed for opponents to be arrested and placed 
in ‘protective custody’ in newly constructed 
concentration camps, the first of which was 
established at Dachau in the state of Bavaria in 
March 1933. By mid-1934, these camps were being 
run by part of the SS known as the Death’s Head 
Units (Totenkopfverbände). Those imprisoned had to 
endure extremely harsh conditions.

While most early inmates of concentration camps 
were political prisoners, before long other groups 
(minorities such as Jews, Communists, gypsies, 
homosexuals, alcoholics and prostitutes) suffered 
internment.

The impact of the Police State 
The Nazis controlled everything at every level – 
from the Reichsleiters (leading Nazis) and Gauleiters 
(provincial leaders), to the Ortsgruppeführers (local 
group leaders) and Blockleiters (wardens of a street 
or block of flats). Everybody was watched. 

The Nazis sought to create a people’s community 
(Volksgemeinschaft). Here – alongside charity and 
neighbourliness – people were taught that their 
primary duty was loyalty to the German state and 
to its Führer. 

One result of this was that informers reported 
troublemakers to the Gestapo. Germans could 
find themselves signing papers giving the Gestapo 
permission to take them into prison for ‘crimes’ as 

minor as anti-Nazi graffiti, owning a banned book, 
or saying business was bad. This – given the brutal 
torture which accompanied being questioned by 
the Gestapo – made people terrified to speak out. 
Germans learned to ‘speak through a flower’ (say 
only nice things about the government), even with 
their closest friends – who knew who might be the 
informer in their midst?

Even more terrifyingly, the Nazis believed in 
Sippenhaft (‘clan responsibility’): if one member of 
the family broke the law, all the family was guilty 
and could be punished.

This made it all-but-impossible to organise any 
opposition to the Nazis.

The impact on people’s lives was huge. Many non-
Nazi officials were arrested; those who did not 

Activities
1 What was Volksgemeinschaft, and what was its 

purpose?
2 What was the Gestapo?
3 What is a police state?
4 Explain the different ways that Source A is 

evidence of the Nazi Police State.
5 Was the police state successful in eliminating 

opposition to the Nazi government?

Source A Hans Leidler’s story was told by the 
American historian WS Allen (1965). Leidler was a 
member of the SPD and of the Reichsbanner (the 
paramilitary wing of the SPD). He lost his job as a 
railway worker and was refused unemployment pay. 
Local employers were too frightened to give him work. 
His house was searched by the Gestapo more than 
20 times. 

An unknown man knocked at Leidler’s door and asked for him 
by name. Leidler took him in. It was raining and the man was 
wet. The man showed Leidler a Reichsbanner membership 
book and told him that he was a fugitive [runaway] from 
the Gestapo. He told Leidler that the Reichsbanner had 
risen in the Ruhr and was fighting the Nazis. Did Leidler 
have any weapons? Could he supply the names of any loyal 
Reichsbanner men in the area? 

Leidler answered ‘no’ to each question and added, ‘I’m 
through, I’ve had the sh*t kicked out of me. All I can do is put 
you up overnight and feed you, which I’d do for any human 
being on a night like this’. 

In the morning, after breakfast, the man went to the door 
and, just before he left, turned his lapel back and showed 
Leidler an SS button. Then he left wordlessly.

�	Cover of the 3 December 1936 edition of Illustrierter 
Beobachter (Illustrated Observer), the Nazi Party’s 
illustrated weekly magazine, which carried that week 
a report on the concentration camp at Dachau. Why do 
you think the Nazis were so open about the existence 
of the concentration camps? 

The creation of the police 
state
Just in case anyone was still resisting Nazism and 
its ideas, Germany’s security and justice systems 
also came under increasing Nazi control.

Himmler, the SS and the Gestapo 
Following the destruction of the SA (see page 6) 
Heinrich Himmler’s SS took over responsibility for 
police, security and intelligence in Germany, and 
the enforcing of Nazi race rules. 

The SS had three main branches:

u	The Kripo (Kriminalpolizei) who carried out 
general policing duties).

u	The Gestapo (GEheime STAatsPOlizei – the 
secret state police) which had responsibility 
for hunting down the Nazis’ opponents, who 
became known as ‘enemies of the state’. The 
Gestapo Law of 1936 put the Gestapo above the 
law; they could do whatever they wanted in the 
line of duty. The Gestapo also had the right of 
imprisonment without trial (custody), which 
affected thousands of people during Hitler’s 
rule, who simply disappeared.

u	The SD (Sicherheitsdienst) was the intelligence 
arm of the SS; headed by Himmler’s 'trainee' 
Reinhard Heydrich, it monitored the security of 
the Reich. 

Potential SS members were trained in ‘Junker 
Schools’ to be ruthless and cruel, and were told 
that they were the ‘master race’ and the forces 
of light. They were taught total unquestioning 
loyalty, which is why they formed Hitler’s personal 
bodyguard, and why SS officers were always used 
to carry out massacres and illegal actions.

In 1935, Himmler conducted a purge to get rid of 
poor officers, alcoholics and homosexuals, and 
members who could not prove that they did not 
have Jewish ancestors. Even so, there were almost 
a quarter of a million members of the SS in 1939.

As a result of his total control of Germany’s police 
and security forces, Himmler had immense power 
within Nazi Germany; his power continued to 
grow until the final months of World War II. Some 
historians have argued that the SS became so 
powerful that it became a ‘state within a state’.

‘disappear’ lost their jobs and ended up in poverty. 
All opposition was crushed. In the tiny rural 
village of Oberschopfheim, when the local Young 
Men’s Club clashed with the Hitler Youth in 1935, 
its leaders were arrested and the SS conducted a 
house-to-house search of the village for non-Nazi 
flags and emblems. 

Did German people live in fear? They did not trust 
their neighbours and worried when they forgot 
to say ‘Heil Hitler’. But most Germans approved 
of the elimination of the ‘enemies of the state’ 
– it actually made them feel safer. Most people 
joined the Nazi Party, left ‘political matters’ to the 
government, followed the new rules, and got on 
with their lives.
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Propaganda and censorship
Goebbels and Nazi ideas
One of the easiest ways of ensuring obedience 
was by getting people to support the new 
government. This was the job of Dr Josef 
Goebbels, Minister for Popular Enlightenment and 
Propaganda. To help him in this task, Goebbels 
established the Reich Chamber of Culture. 
Goebbels’ work was as much about stopping 
harmful culture (Source B) as about promoting 
Nazi values and ideas. 

The Ministry of Propaganda
One of the most impressive propaganda methods 
the Nazis used was the annual Nuremberg rallies. 
Light, sound and costume were used to create an 
awe-inspiring atmosphere among crowds of up 
to half a million people. Other small-scale rallies 
and festivals were held throughout the year in 
order to glorify Germany, Hitler (for example, on 
his birthday), or other Nazi anniversaries. Nazi 
propaganda efforts probably reached their height 
with the spectacle of the 1936 Olympic Games, 
which were held in Berlin.

Source B Nazi Minister Albert Speer comments on the 
importance of radio for Nazi propaganda. 

Through technical devices like the radio and the loudspeaker, 
80 million people were deprived of independent thought. It 
was thereby possible to subject them to the will of one man.

The Propaganda Ministry also undertook 
censorship. It censored the cinema, theatre, music 
and literature, to ensure that all works of art 
reflected Nazi thinking. In May 1933, 20,000 books 
by banned authors were burned in Berlin. The 
1934 law against malicious gossip outlawed anti-
Nazi stories and jokes. Exhibitions of ‘degenerate’ 
art were organised, showing people the 'bad' 
work of modern artists such as George Grosz and 
Otto Dix. Unacceptable music such as jazz was 
condemned. The writings of over 2500 authors 
were banned. Propaganda films such as The Eternal 
Jew were produced to portray the Jewish race in a 
negative way. Listening to foreign radio broadcasts 
was also made illegal.

Hitler in his book, Mein Kampf (1925), had praised the power of propaganda 
to control the masses (whose perception he held to be ‘extremely limited and 
weak’). Control of the media was therefore a key Nazi aim. This was achieved 
in a variety of ways:

u	Most newspapers were bought up by Eher Verlag, the Nazi publishers. By 
1939, the Nazis owned 69 per cent of the newspaper titles in circulation. 
Newspapers that printed stories the regime disapproved of were 
shut down.

u	The Editors’ Law held editors responsible for the content of their 
newspapers – editors went to a daily Propaganda Ministry briefing to be 
told what to print. Only journalists that were approved by the government 
could work in the media.

u	Posters used powerful images and slogans to convey Nazi messages.

u	The Nazis took control of all radio stations while foreign radio stations 
could not be picked up. Efforts were made to persuade Germans to 
buy cheap Volksempfänger (‘people’s receivers’) made by the Reich Radio 
Company. These could only pick up Nazi broadcasts. By 1939, 70 per cent of 
households owned one, the highest percentage of radio ownership for any 
country in the world.

u	Loudspeakers were erected in public places and in workplaces. 

u	Propaganda films were produced. Some (like Triumph of the Will by Leni 
Riefenstahl, about the 1934 Nuremberg rally) tried to inspire people with 
the Nazi message, but others – such as Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew, 1940) 
– just promoted hatred.

The impact of propaganda and censorship on the 
German people
It is difficult to decide the extent to which ordinary Germans believed 
Nazi ideas. 

Some historians suggest that it failed to establish a new Nazi 
Volksgemeinschaft and that some propaganda – for example, Nazi attacks on 
the Church – backfired.

Other historians have suggested that Nazi propaganda was successful when 
it appealed to values many Germans already possessed: nationalism, anti-
Semitism and admiration for Hitler’s leadership (the so-called ‘Hitler Myth’).

The Nazis realised that young people were more impressionable than the 
old (Source C). They were able to create a generation of people so fanatically 
loyal that they fought to the bitter end in World War II.

Also, recent studies have suggested that many Germans simply closed their 
ears to anything which presented the government in a bad light (to political 
opponents, to the Jews) – they knew what was going on but chose to ignore 
it. If this is true, Nazi propaganda can be said have been highly effective, 
because it persuaded the German people to allow the Nazis to implement 
their policies.

Source C Hitler, speaking in 1933. 

When an opponent says, ‘I will not come over to your side’, I calmly say, ‘Your child belongs to us 
already ... you will pass on. Your descendants, however, now stand in the new camp. In a short 
time they will know nothing else but this new community.

Activities
1 Who was in charge 

of propaganda in the 
Nazi government?

2 What was Eher 
Verlag?

3 What were the 
Nuremberg Rallies?

4 Why was propaganda 
so important to the 
Nazi state?

5 Construct a spider 
diagram to show the 
different ways that 
the Nazis tried to 
control the German 
people. Annotate 
your spider diagram 
to show how these 
different ways 
worked together to 
keep the German 
people under Nazi 
control.

Make sure you are able to 
identify all the different 
methods of propaganda 
and censorship, and to 
explain for each how 
and why they were so 
successful.

Revision tip

�	The Nuremberg rally of 1936. What might be the 
effect of rallies like this on the participants?

10
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Opposition to Hitler and the Nazis
The extent of support for the Nazis
Although the Nazi police state greatly affected 
opposition to the Nazi regime, this did not mean 
that every German person supported them. One 
historian has argued that if your measure of 
extent of support is whether the German people 
were totally absorbed into a Nazi Volksgemeinschaft, 
then the Nazis failed. Working class Germans, in 
particular, never totally accepted Nazi ideals, and 
neither did the Churches. 

Overall, however, he says, if you are just looking 
at what the Nazis achieved, then the Nazi 
Volksgemeinschaft was very successful. Although 
individuals might have grumbled about aspects of 
the Nazi state, in general there was no organised 
opposition to the regime until the start of World 
War II.

It is debatable how much the Nazi government 
affected people's lives. Elections were controlled. 
People were forced to be obedient and patriotic. 
There was no freedom of speech. If you opposed 
the Nazi regime or belonged to one of the minority 
groups it persecuted, your life would be very 
difficult, to say the least.

On the other hand, most Germans at every level 
willingly went along with the regime: some 
actively believed in their policies and supported 
them, while others put on a show of supporting 
them because they were scared to oppose them.

Studies have shown that: 

u	The Nazis were hugely popular in rural 
Protestant areas.

u	Many lower middle class (Mittelstand) – small 
businessmen and shopkeepers – were pro-Nazi. 

u	The Nazis were less likely to be supported by 
the urban working classes and the unemployed.

u	The young, recruited into the fun, adventure 
and comradeship of the Hitler Youth, were most 
likely to be keen Nazis.

Undoubtedly the fact that several hundred 
thousand Germans ended up being imprisoned 
for political crimes would have had a significant 
impact on the willingness of Germans to speak 
out against the regime. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that, in the years 1933–39, the vast majority of 
Germans were happy at least to accept their new 
government and Führer. 

Activities 
1 Why did the Nazis want to limit the power of the 

different churches in Germany?
2 What steps did the Nazis take to control the 

Catholic and Lutheran Churches?
3 Which youth groups opposed Hitler Youth and 

why?

Opposition from the churches 
Given the country’s long tradition of Christianity, 
Hitler knew that it would be almost impossible to 
destroy Germany’s different Churches; however, 
he was determined to limit their influence as 
much as possible.

Overall, the Nazis were relatively successful 
in their aim of undermining the influence of 
Germany’s Churches. Although a number of 
individual clerics spoke out against aspects 
of the regime, by and large the Churches as 
organisations remained more concerned about 
ensuring their survival.

The Catholic Church
In July 1933, a special agreement (The Concordat) 
was signed with the Catholic Church. The Church 
agreed not to involve itself in German politics; in 
return it was permitted to continue to run its own 
services, schools and youth groups for young people. 

Initially, this arrangement worked well, but 
by 1936 some of its terms – particularly those 
guaranteeing the rights of Catholic organisations 
such as youth groups – were being ignored. 
In 1937, therefore, Pope Pius XI responded by 
condemning the Nazi regime, whilst later some 
German Church leaders such as Bishop von Galen 
of Münster spoke out strongly and successfully 
against Nazi policies. (Bishop von Galen’s 
opposition is analysed in a later chapter.)

The Lutheran Church 
The Protestant (Lutheran) Church was split over 
its attitude to Nazism. Pro-Nazi Lutherans were 
known as ‘the German Christians’ and their aim 
was to control all Germany’s Protestants. Their 
symbol was a cross with the swastika at its centre 
and their version of the Bible was altered to omit 
many references to Jews. The German Christians 
were led by Ludwig Müller, who became the first 
Reich Bishop in July 1933. 

In 1934, those Lutherans who disagreed with 
Nazism set up the rival ‘Confessional Church’. 
One of their leaders was Pastor Martin Niemöller 
who was arrested by the Nazis in 1937 and sent to 
Dachau concentration camp. (Pastor Niemöller’s 
actions are further examined in a later chapter.)

Nazi religion
The Nazis also tried to create their own Church, 
the ‘German Faith Movement’. Its beliefs owed �	‘One People, One Empire, One Führer’: a 

propaganda poster from 1938. Does this poster prove 
Hitler was all-powerful?

much more to medieval and even occult values 
(such as worship of the sun and the old Viking 
religions) and the Hitler Myth than to the ideas 
of Christianity. Hitler hoped that it would draw 
people away from their loyalty to Christianity, but 
it had only around 200,000 followers and Hitler 
was forced to deal with the established churches. 

Opposition from young people
Many young Germans loved the Nazi Youth 
organisation, the Hitler Youth. However, not all 
young people supported the Nazi regime.

Before 1933, the Social Democrat and Communist 
Parties had youth wings, and these continued (as 
`Friends of Nature' hiking clubs) until 1936, when 
the government made it compulsory to join the 
Hitler Youth movement – although many German 
youths (maybe as many as a million) avoided this 
by simply not attending. 

Some young people rebelled against the Hitler 
Youth by forming their own groups. One group, 
Swing Youth, grew their hair long and danced to 
jazz. Another group, the Edelweiss Pirates, wore 
checked shirts, shorts, white socks and a lapel 
pin of the edelweiss flower – they hung around in 
parks and committed acts of vandalism. 

However, until World War II, few young Germans 
actively opposed the government politically. Most 
were just being rebellious teenagers who did not 
want to be told how to behave. One exception was 
the Leipzig Hounds (1937), a communist group 
who listened to Moscow radio.

Activity
Use evidence from pages 8–13 to fill out the 
following table:

German people 
supported the Nazi 
regime

German people were 
forced to support the 
Nazi regime

Practice questions
1 Describe two ways that the Nazis tried to control the German 

churches between 1933 and 1937.
2 How did propaganda affect the German people between 

1933 and 1937? 

Practice 
questions 
prepare 
students of 
all abilities for 
the non-tiered 
examinations
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Examination Practice for Life in Nazi Germany, 
1933–45: Questions 1 and 2

This page provides guidance on how to answer questions 1 and 2 in the exam.

Question 1
Below is a list of people linked with control and opposition in Nazi Germany.

Heinrich Himmler Marinus van der Lubbe Alfred Hugenberg Clemens von Galen Ernst Röhm

Match each person to the correct description and write your answer in the space provided. The first 
one has been done for you.
Leader of the SS and Gestapo Heinrich Himmler [1]
Catholic Bishop who opposed Nazi policies                [1]
Dutch Communist accused of setting the Reichstag Fire                [1]
Nazi newspaper owner                [1]
SA leader murdered on the Night of the Long Knives                 [1]

Guidance
First, enter the answers you KNOW. After that, you should be able to deduce the remaining answers.

Whilst being accurate, do this question as quickly as you can.

Question 2
Describe two methods used by the Nazi Police State to hunt down opponents. [3+3]

Guidance
You should be looking to spend about five minutes on this question. Remember that it does not need a 
long answer. You need to identify two ways and describe them both with detailed sentences.

Follow the steps below for each part of the answer.

Example
One way the Nazis hunted down opponents was the Gestapo. 

STEP 1a 
Think of a way.

Example
Gestapo agents hunted down and arrested ‘enemies of the state’ – 
though informers identified troublemakers for them. 

STEP 1b 
Fully describe the way with 
a detailed sentence.

Example
A second way the Nazis hunted down opponents was the SD. 

STEP 2a 
Think of another way.

Example
The SD (Sicherheitsdienst) was the intelligence arm of the SS who 
were trained in ‘Junker Schools’ to be ruthless and cruel. 

STEP 2b 
Fully describe the way
with a detailed sentence.

Glossary
Anti-Semitism Anti-Jewish ideas.
Centre Party (Z) The moderate Catholic Party, which 
supported the existing Weimar constitution. It opposed Hitler 
until 1933, when it voted for the Enabling Act.
Civil rights Basic rights of citizens such as the right to vote, 
equal treatment under the law, and so on.
Coalition A government made up of different political 
parties.
Communist People who follow the ideas of Karl Marx (who 
supported a system of rule where industries were run by the 
government for the good of the people).
Concentration camps Detention camps for political 
prisoners.
DAF (German Labour Front) Organisation set up by the 
Nazis to control German workers.
Degenerate A term used by the Nazis to describe 
modern art that they thought to be un-German, Jewish, or 
Communist, and therefore unacceptable.
Deputies Elected members of the German Reichstag.
Edelweiss flower A small white flower found in the Alps, a 
symbol of purity and daring; it was the emblem of the anti-
Nazi youth movement known as the ‘Edelweiss Pirates’.
Edelweiss Pirates A youth group set up in opposition to the 
Hitler Youth movement.
Fascist A person who follows or leads by authoritarian 
nationalism.
Führer The German word for leader.
Gestapo Official secret police of the Nazi regime.
Gleichschaltung Bringing people into an identical way of 
thinking and behaving.
Great Depression Slump in the economy in the 1930s 
which led to high unemployment.
Hitler Myth The propaganda image of Hitler as the saviour 
and defender of the German people, who can do no wrong.
Hitler Youth Organisation set up for the young in Germany 
to convert them to Nazi ideas.
Internment Imprisonment without trial. 
KPD The German Communist Party, following the ideas of 
Karl Marx.
Kraft durch Freude (KdF) A youth club set up to promote 
Nazi ideology, as part of the DAF.
Left-wing Of politicians/parties which favour socialism.
Leipzig hounds An illegal anti-Nazi Youth Group, which 
grew up in Leipzig after 1937, inspired by Russian communism.

Mein Kampf Hitler’s autobiography (meaning ‘My Struggle’), 
published in 1925, describing his beliefs, and his aims for 
Germany.
Nazi Party (NSDAP) The Nationalsozialistische Deutsche 
Arbeiterpartei (National Socialist German Workers’ Party), led 
by Hitler, that ruled Germany from the 1920s to 1945.
Occult Dark supernatural powers; many leading Nazis were 
connected to the Thule Society, which believed that the 
Aryan race had been formed with the help of occult powers.
Patriotic Love of one’s country.
Plebiscite A type of referendum. A special vote where all the 
people of a country decide on a particular issue.
Purge Removal of opponents.
Putsch Attempted takeover of the government.
Reichstag The German Parliament.
Schönheit der Arbeit (SdA) Nazi organisation, part of the 
DAF, that used propaganda to control German workers.
Schutzstaffel (SS) Hitler’s personal bodyguard, established 
in 1925. 
SPD Main left-wing party, supported mainly by the working 
class.
State governments Before 1871, Germany was split into 26 
independent states (of which Prussia, comprising two-thirds 
of Germany, was the largest).   Although Germany was united 
into the German Empire in 1871, the states still kept some 
powers of local government.
Sturmabteilung (SA) The paramilitary ‘storm troopers’ of the 
Nazi Party.
Swing Youth A youth group set up in opposition to the 
Hitler Youth movement, centring on Swing and Jazz music 
and dance.
Totalitarian A political system where all power is held by 
one person or by a small group of people.
Trade union An organisation set up to protect the rights of 
workers.
Volksgemeinschaft The people’s community. This was the 
Nazi idea of a community based upon the German race.
Weimar constitution The system of government 
introduced into Germany after the First World War included a 
Bill of Rights promising political and religious freedom, and a 
parliament (called the Reichstag) democratically elected by all 
men and women over the age of 20.

Step-by-step guidance shows students how to craft 
successful responses, building the exam skills they need

Practice 
questions 
ensure that 
students feel 
confident 
tackling every 
question type

Key terms are defined 
in the glossary to 
boost students' 
historical vocabulary
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