
IN ALL ADVANCED-LEVEL HISTORY COURSES students will be
assessed on their ability to use a variety of sources, along

with their own knowledge, to develop an historical
judgement. The following exercise is based upon the more
demanding sources questions set for A2, using a wide variety
of sources, and requiring students to write quite lengthy
responses, displaying a range of historical skills, as especially
appropriate for a synoptic module. Generally, whereas at AS
you are asked more specific questions about the sources, at
A2 you are given broader questions, and are expected to
judge which aspects of source analysis are needed in your
response.

These days many history teachers wisely reduce their
stress on the importance of the labels ‘primary’ and
‘secondary’, and train students to use the same criteria to
assess all sources, concentrating on the source itself, not on
its abstract classification. You should examine a source’s
Origins, Content, Style and Reliability/Value for a purpose.
(See new perspective Vol 9 Number 3 for more guidance on
these aspects.) 

The exercise on pages 16 and 17 is in the style of
EDECXEL Module 6, where several primary and secondary
sources are combined.

Useful techniques when analysing sources

Techniques. PLANNING. Examiners frequently comment on the
importance of planning responses, and this refers to longer
source-based questions as well as to essays. Before writing
your response, you should gut the sources for relevant
material, and then plan a structure. The three techniques
below might help you achieve a more effective plan and, thus,
final answer.

HIGHLIGHTING. You may find it useful to highlight,
especially in different colours, keywords and phrases in the

sources. Thus, in the exercise below, highlight the word
‘popular’ in Question 1 and Question 2, say in yellow, then
also highlight all references to issues related to popularity.
This should include all points relevant to the issue of
popularity, that is, counter points such as discontent and
opposition. (You might find it even more useful to highlight
such counter points in a contrasting colour. This will help
you get an overall feel for the amount and balance of the
evidence in each source.) Use different colours for
Propaganda and Terror/repression in Question 2.

It is also a good idea to highlight in a distinct colour any
references the historians make to problems of interpreting
sources and of formulating historical judgements, and to any
historical debates. Such points can be incorporated into your
answer to help develop a more sophisticated historical
judgement.

Two cautionary points. You must be wary when deploying
highlighting that you use the material in context, as some
highlighted phrases can actually be misleading. You must also
not necessarily equate the amount of colouring with a strong
argument; for example, a very powerful point could be made
succinctly. 

KEY POINTS GRID. (See grid at the bottom of the page.)
An alternative or additional approach is to briefly record key
points for each question from each source in a grid. In the
examination you are given sufficient time to read and analyse
the sources fully, and do not need to rush into writing your
answers. You should have plenty of time to gut the sources
and complete the grid. Then use it, combined with selective
re-reading of the sources assisted by your highlighting, in
writing your response. Such a grid helps you get an overall
feel for where the evidence is, and is not (as shown by the
blank boxes).
(The + / - subsections allow you to record points on the
importance of the issue down the left-hand side of the
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column, and any points suggesting its limited effect on the
right-hand side.) You should also make a brief list of relevant
own knowledge points.

INTEGRATE YOUR POINTS. In these questions you need to
weave together points from the content, evaluated in the
light of origins, etc, plus your own knowledge to develop
your own argument around the specific question. You are
thus demonstrating most of the essential skills of a historian.

THE KEY WORD ‘WHEREAS’. It is more effective to link
points from the sources on a particular issue rather than to
summarise sources separately. The grid will help you to see
where related points are made in the sources. You can then
often begin your point ‘Whereas Source 1 … (says x about
the issue), Source 3, in contrast, argues that …’ 

The nature of the Third Reich 1933-9. Support and
Repression

Source 1. R. Gellately, Backing Hitler, 2001.
Many Germans, wooed by Hitler who appealed over and
over to their deepest anxieties and most decent hopes,
liked what they heard and became instrumentally and
emotionally invested in the Nazi dictatorship. On balance,
most people seemed prepared to live with the idea of a
surveillance society, to put aside the opportunity to
develop the freedoms we usually identify with liberal
democracies, in return for crime-free streets, a return to
prosperity, and what they regarded as good government.

There was no organised resistance (and there was very
little organised grumbling). Hartmut Mehringer has writ-
ten how the regime soon ‘had far more than the great
majority of the population behind it’, and they remained
steadfast in that support. …

In their successful cultivation of popular opinion, the
Nazis did not need to use widespread terror against the
population to establish the regime. … Many Germans
went along, not because they were mindless robots, but
because they convinced themselves of Hitler’s advantages
and of the ‘positive’ sides of the new dictatorship. There
was a tendency to excuse Hitler if things went wrong …
and to blame such problems on the ‘little Hitlers’, that is,
the leaders below the Führer. 

Nazi propaganda was not, and could not be, crudely
forced on the German people. On the contrary, it was
meant to appeal to them, and to match up with everyday
German understandings. Another way of thinking about
the content of this propaganda, which was meant to be
attractive and convincing, might be to regard it as ‘an indi-
cator of what people hoped to be true’. Thus, far from
forcing unwanted or repellent messages down the
throats of the population, Hitler and the Nazis carefully
tailored what they said, wrote and especially what they
did, in order to win and hold the support of the people.

We need to recall that the ‘positive spin’ about the Third
Reich, which was churned out under the jurisdiction of
the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda,
was accompanied, very early on, by successful policies.

Source 2. I. Kershaw, The Hitler Myth, 1987.
Obviously we cannot quantify Hitler’s popularity at any
given time during the Third Reich. The reports of the
regime’s own agents provide us with a large number of
varied subjective comments, qualitative judgements on
the state of popular opinion. Naturally, people were par-

ticularly cautious about making disparaging comments
about the Führer, whatever criticism might be risked
about other aspects of Nazi rule. And the citizen’s fear of
criticising Hitler was compounded by the anxiety of those
compiling reports not to offend their superiors. We have
to face up to the possibility, therefore, that eulogies of
praise in the reports might reflect the opinions - genuine
or forced - of the reporter rather than the public.

Even if the reported comments faithfully reflect public
attitudes, these attitudes may, of course, be themselves
the expression of a more or less coerced conformity
rather than of Hitler’s genuine popularity. In the nature of
things, it is more difficult to interpret the pro-regime
comments of the reporters, where scepticism about the
underlying elements of fear and coercion is bound to pre-
vail, than it is to evaluate the anti-regime comments and
actions of the population, which often speak for them-
selves. A potential danger, therefore, is an overestimation
of oppositional attitudes and a corresponding playing
down of genuine approval and consensus. Given the type
of material at our disposal, there is no objective or exter-
nal criterion for solving this difficulty. However imper-
fect, the historian’s judgement, based on patient source
criticism, acquaintance with the complete mass of mater-
ial available from different reporting agencies, and a readi-
ness to read between the lines has to suffice.

Source 3. D. Peukert, Inside Nazi Germany, 1987.
The cumulative effect of the use of terror against 
political opponents proclaimed as enemies, of the 
fragmentising social processes and of the cross-cutting
devices of integration, was to paralyse even the anti-fas-
cist resistance. … Everyday life under Hitler was, thus,
not mere conformity on the one hand … and mere
everyday deprivation, loss of rights and freedoms, on the
other. … [Instead there were] the multiple everyday
ambiguities of ‘ordinary people’ making their choices
among the varying greys of active consent, accommoda-
tion and nonconformity.

Source 4. Report by SOPADE, the SPD in exile, 1934.
A general phenomenon that has been noticeable for
some time is still in evidence: Hitler is generally
exempted from criticism.

A corespondent from Berlin puts the point in more
detail: ‘In general we can say that Adolf Hitler is
exempted from criticism, his aims are conceded as hon-
ourable and people think that he cannot be blamed for
the mismanagement of his subordinates. This is partly the
result of systematic Führer propaganda, but is also
undoubtedly the effect of his personality. He personally
impresses simple people, and Hitler still has a lot of per-
sonal support among the workers.’

Source 5. Report by SOPADE, 1938.
To the extent that the attitude of a whole nation can ever
be reduced to a formula, we can assert roughly the fol-
lowing three points:

1. Hitler has got the approval of a majority of the nation
on two vital questions: he has created work and has
made Germany strong.

2. There is widespread dissatisfaction with prevailing con-
ditions, but it affects only the worries of daily life and has
not so far led to fundamental hostility to the regime as far
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as most people are concerned.

3. Doubts about the continued survival of the regime are
widespread, but so is the sense of helplessness as to what
might replace it.

Source 6. Bavarian district police report, June 1939.
The uncertainty of the diplomatic situation, the harsh tax-
ation, certain economic difficulties and, in particular, the
pressure against the Church are at the moment produc-
ing increasing apathy among the rural population as far as
nationalist issues are concerned. The Catholic Church is
reaping the profit from these burdens. The more
attempts are made to keep a watch on the Church or
such attempts are even suspected, the more the peas-
antry support their priests. Catholic churchgoing, partici-
pation in various events such as processions, the blessing
of the fields, pilgrimages, attendance of services during
weekdays, and confession remain strong. For the time
being the party’s propaganda is helpless in trying to resist
this development. The mood is directed less against the
State and much more against the party.

Source 7. Joke circulating in Third Reich. (Recorded in 
F. Hillenbrand, Underground Humour in Nazi Germany, 1994.)

Someone opens his mouth too wide and, as a result,
spends several weeks of ideological training in a concen-
tration camp. After his discharge he is asked by a friend
what life was like there. ‘Excellent,’ he replied. ‘At 9am
we were served breakfast in our bedrooms. Then some
light work for those who wanted to work, and some
sport for those who didn’t. Lunch was plain but good and
afterwards again some light work. For supper we were
served some open sandwiches and pudding. In the
evening we had lectures or a film, and played games.’

The questioner is much impressed. ‘Incredible!’ he says.
‘All those lies we hear about the concentration camps.
The other day I met Meier who had just been released
from one; he told me rather different stories about his
camp!’

‘Well, yes, but then Meier is back in his camp again.’

A note on vocabulary. Examination Boards sometimes, but
not invariably, explain hard words. So try to develop your
vocabulary over the course, and develop the skill of working
out meanings from the context.

Disparaging: critical 
Compounded: reinforced
Euologies: great praise
Coercion: pressure or force

Questions and comments. (Time: 1 hour 45 minutes.)

A) Using Sources 1, 4 and your own knowledge, explain
why Hitler was more popular than the Nazi party. 
(20 marks)

B) Using the evidence of all the sources and your own
knowledge, explain how far you agree with the view

that stressing the importance of propaganda and
terror in maintaining the Third Reich underestimates
the extent to which the regime was genuinely popular.
(40 marks)

Question A is more straightforward, using the specific
references in the sources identified as well as your own
knowledge, substantiated by thorough discussion of the
subtle distinction between Hitler and the party, and focusing
on the reasons for differences in their popularity. You might,
though, want to make some points of caution on the degree
of Hitler’s popularity.

Question B focusing on the extent of support, gives
you the opportunity to write at length (about three to four
sides) on the comparative role of propaganda, repression,
and genuine support in the stability of the regime. Some of
the key points you could make, using your own knowledge
to develop ideas in the sources, and adding other relevant
points, are:
i) THE NATURE OF PROPAGANDA, and the extent to which it

was more successful in reinforcing existing feelings, rather
than dramatically changing deep-seated beliefs, (especially
Source 1).

ii) THE NATURE AND IMPACT OF REPRESSION, including the idea,
argued elsewhere in Gellately’s pioneering work, that
many Germans willingly co-operated with the police,
reinforcing the idea that the regime had considerable
support, as suggested by his follow-up study, Backing
Hitler. Source 6, from a police report, is particularly
revealing of the limited, even counterproductive, effect of
repression and propaganda. Source 7 can be interpreted
in various ways, as evidence both of repression, but also
of defiance.

iii)THE COMPLEX ISSUE OF POPULARITY. Here you could use
the points made by Kershaw, one of the pioneer
historians on the issue of Germans’ attitudes towards
the regime, particularly the problems of interpreting
police and SOPADE reports, illustrated with reference to
Sources 4, 5 and 6. The extent to which attitudes may
vary over time (for example, contrast 1934 with 1939),
by region, for example, strongly Catholic Bavaria, and
between individuals could be made. The variations in
reactions, and ‘shades of grey’ point made by Peukert
should be included. The need for historians to make
tentative judgements, given the problems of evidence,
that Kershaw makes would illustrate your
understanding of the nature of the historical process,
one of the key objectives in this synoptic module. You
would also need to refer to other reasons (not
identified in the question) for the regime’s apparent
strength, especially successful policies, illustrated in
Sources 1 and 5.

iv) You might also touch upon the point in Question A about
distinctions between the popularity of Hitler, the Nazi
party, and also the State (Source 6).

John Hite, Head of History and Politics at Haywards Heath College,
is the author of Tsarist Russia, Causeway/Pearson, 1989 and, with
Chris Hinton, Fascist Italy, Hodder Murray, 1998, and Weimar and
Nazi Germany, Hodder Murray, 2000. 

• new perspective - on modern history • volume 10 number 2 • skills supplement • 17

z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z new perspective z

• new perspective •
w

w
w

.h
is

to
ry

-o
nt

he
w

eb
.c

o.
uk

 h
is

to
ry

 r
es

o
ur

ce
s

The popular and inexpensive, eLC qualifying, Licence to
www.history-ontheweb.co.uk

opens ALL the resource to the teachers and students of your school/college
OR upgrade your subscription to four journals and gain a FREE licence. 


