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Introduction

O
ver the years, scholars have provided various definitions to the concept of pro­
paganda, but they have not been able to agree on a set of common elements.1 
In an elusive attempt to define it for the purposes of this article from a historical 
perspective, propaganda means “to disseminate or promote particular ideas,” and the 

most frequently used synonyms for propaganda are “lies, distortion, deceit, manipula­
tion, mind control, psychological warfare, brainwashing, and palaver.”2 This term is 
“associated with control and is regarded as a deliberate attempt to alter or maintain a 
balance of power that is advantageous to the propagandist,” having a precise institu­
tional ideology and a clear goal “to convey an ideology to an audience with a related 
objective.”' Or, in Nicholas Jackson O’Shaughnessy’s words, effective propaganda is the 
manipulation and synthesis of myth, symbolism, and rhetoric; its content is primarily 
emotional rather than rational.4

Joseph Goebbels, minister for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, made sure to 
exploit every cultural, artistic, educational, and institutional tool at his disposal in order 
to politically mobilize the masses. In this respect, a key concept is that of Gleichschaltung 
(alignment, consolidation), a process of “coordinating the political will of the nation 
with the aims of the state.”5 According to Goebbels, “to be perceived, propaganda must 
evoke the interest of an audience and must be transmitted through an attention-getting 
communications medium.”6 The most efficient ways to reach the audience were over 
the radio, newspapers, motion pictures, and newsreels, as pictures are more convincing 
than words." In Goebbels’s view, all media types must be employed at the same time, 
constantly labeling “events and people with distinctive phrases or slogans” that “evoke 
desired responses which the audience previously possessed.”8 The propaganda’s tentacles 
were wrapped around education and culture, values and traditions, and the public dis­
course, and it expanded outside Germany, as we shall point out in this article.
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This paper aims to identify and analyze the propaganda practices of the German Eth­
nic Group in Romania (geg) from the end of the 1930s up to 1944, while also assessing 
the way the Romanian Special Intelligence Service (ssi)9 and the Siguranța™ perceived 
them and their impact. In this contribution, mostly drawing on the records identified 
in the National Archives of Romania and the National Council for the Study of the Se­
curitate Archives, we will focus on two main aspects: a) identifying the most frequent 
propaganda practices used by the German Ethnic Group in Romania, and b) attempt­
ing to create a framework for understanding the Romanian authorities’ institutional 
mechanisms, reactions, and perceptions with regards to this organization. To provide 
an adequate methodological approach to the Romanian archives on the Nazi movement 
among the Romanian Germans, it is necessary to trace how the Romanian authorities 
dealt with the geg and how their policies towards it changed from one period to another.

The issue of the ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche)—referring to the concept used by the 
Reich in the late 1930s and early 1940s to define German-speaking groups living out­
side the Reich and the policies of Nazi Germany concerning these populations during 
the Second World War, the recruitments to the Waffen-ss and their causes11—has gener­
ated a rich historiography. Among the many contributions on these topics, we mention 
those authored by Jochen Böhler and Robert Gerwarth,12 Heinz Höhne,13 Wolfgang 
Miege,14 Johann Böhm,15 Paul Milata,16 Florian Kührer-Wielach,17 Vasile Ciobanu,18 
Ottmar Trașcă,19 and Corneliu Pintilescu.20

In terms of structure, this article is comprised of three sections. In the first section, 
we will focus on the key concepts and propaganda practices that we will refer to along 
with the current literature on the German Ethnic Group in Romania (Deutsche Volks­
gruppe in Rumänien, geg). In the second section, we will analvze the Romanian official 
perception of the geg—a legal political entity formed in 1940 under Andreas Schmidt’s 
leadership—but also its policies of Gleichschaltung, which aimed to seize control over the 
political, economic, social and cultural life of the German minority in Romania. Finally, 
in the third part, we will draw some conclusions about the main consequences of these 
propaganda practices as well as of the geg’s activity in Romania.

This article will strictly refer to the case of the Romanian Germans (Rumänien­
deutsche), a group made up of various German-speaking communities who arrived in 
different periods in territories that in 1940 pertained to Romania. Having been previ­
ously colonized by the Hungarian kings, the Habsburg monarchy, and the Russian tsars 
in different historical contexts, enjoying different status along history, speaking different 
dialects, and belonging to different denominations, the Romanian Germans entailed 
different groups, which due to their specificities had a different perception of Nazi pro­
paganda.21 The German minority in Romania had its own political and institutional rep­
resentation, a local dynamic press (such as Siebenbürgisch-Deutsches Tageblatt, Bukarester 
Tageblatt and Banater Deutsche Zeitung),22 and schools with a long tradition.

The geg was an organization created in November 1940 under Andreas Schmidt’s 
leadership. Its purpose was to manage the political, economic, social, and cultural life of 
the Romanian Germans. It was comprised of several departments called offices, such as: 
the Administrative Office (Stabsamt), the Financial Office (Schatzamt), the Legal Office 
(Rechtsamt), the Office for Statistics and Population (Amt fur Statistik und Bevölke- 
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rung), the Office for the National Economy (Amt für Volkswirtschaft), the Office for 
Education (Schulamt)23 and the Office for Propaganda and Press (Amt fur Presse und 
Propaganda). The latter coordinated not only the press, but also film and theater, su­
pervising the entire process of political and ideological education. To illustrate the mag­
nitude of its activity, in 1942 and 1943 it ran no less than four propaganda campaigns: 
Für die Deutsche Schule (For the German school), Volksbeitrug (The contribution of the 
people), Alles für die Front (Everything for the front) and Waffen-ss ruft Dich (Waffen-ss 
is calling you), and five film campaigns.24

The fragility of interwar Romanian politics and the economic disparities plaguing 
various cities gave rise to local German political parties and movements inspired by the 
NSDAP (the Nazi Party), but also to youth and women’s organizations. The situation also 
favored the emergence of vocal figures such as Fritz Fabritius, Waldemar Gust, Wolfram 
Bruckner, and Andreas Schmidt. A complex topic that deserves a separate discussion is 
the tense relationship the German minority and its various political and economic insti­
tutions had with the Romanian government during the 1930s,23 as well as the changes 
that occurred after 1940 in reference to their discussions with Ion Antonescu.26 We men­
tion this because the radicalization of Romania’s ethnic Germans and their increasingly 
close ties with the Reich’s policy and ideology had a major impact on its status within 
the Romanian state, as well as on the Romanian authorities’ perception, actions, and 
reactions in relation to them.

The Romanian Authorities' Records.
Case Study: The Perspective of the Siguranța 
and the Romanian Intelligence Service (ssi)

T
he competition between Romanian German factions in the mid-1980s over the 
Reich’s validation and support highlights not only their growth but also the 
minority’s closeness to the Reich. Germany’s defiance of the League of Nations 
and its aggressive attitude, including several international actions (the Saar episode in 

1935, the annexation of the Rhineland in 1936, and the Anschluss in 1938),2~ increased 
its popularity' amongst its sympathizers. Regarding the Romanian political spectrum of 
1938, it is worth noting the authoritarian measures of King Carol 11 and the ascension 
of right-wing extremist groups (the Iron Guard), which created an auspicious environ­
ment for a more aggressive and dynamic activity of the Nazi movement among Roma­
nian Germans in its new phase: its reorganization by Fritz Fabritius, based on National 
Socialist principles,28 and a restructuring in 1940 under the new leadership of Andreas 
Schmidt, who closely followed the Reich’s instructions.29

Aside from the Romanian institutions that directly interacted with the German mi­
nori tv’s organizations, there were other institutions that kept a close eye on them. The 
ssi, the Siguranța, and the Military' Intelligence produced many documents about the 
German minority during the 1930s and 1940s, but due to the limited space of this study 
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wc will focus mainly on the Siguranța and on the ssi’s activity on the Nazi organizations 
of the Romanian Germans. In the 1930s, the ssi was a veritable institutional labyrinth, 
with numerous departments and offices, with both internal and foreign attributions.30 In 
1940, the ssi’s structure and organization changed when Ion Antonescu came to power, 
but its main activity stayed the same. Simultaneously, the German military intelligence 
service (Abwehr) created, with the help of the ssi, a local unit named Abwehrstelle 
Rumänien, which operated until 1944.31

The ssi had been monitoring the activity of vocal members of Romania’s German 
community (for instance, in the 1930s there were numerous reports monitoring Fritz 
Fabritius’ activity, public statements, and meetings32), their interactions with other Ger­
mans or with Romanians,33 their visits to Germany, local political conflicts, etc. More 
importantly, the ssi paid close attention to their institutional, political, cultural, and 
educational organization.34 For example, a detailed report issued in the mid-1930s de­
scribed the organizational structure of the Nazi movement among the Romanian Ger­
mans and analyzed their propaganda practices.35

In terms of the Romanian authorities’ perception, the abovementioned report high­
lights the fact that these German organizations were very focused on mobilizing the local 
German population for voluntary work.36 The Siguranța reports frequently noted how 
the Germans in Romania were adopting the Reich’s work leitmotif and the process of 
replicating the Nazis’ organizational structures, as the workers were targeted as a future 
asset for the Reich’s expansion.37

Towards the end of the 1930s, the reports expanded to include not only descriptions 
of the geg’s activities, but also brochures, press article excerpts and concerns about its 
increasing cultural and public propaganda activity. A report drawn up by the ssi illus­
trated the concern surrounding propaganda actions: “We are on the threshold of intense 
political activity that the Germans of the Reich will carry out in Romania” and soon” the 
German community will become an annex of the nsdap.”38

The same report also reveals the ssi’s institutional focus at that point on the leaders 
of the German minority, their connections and interactions with the Reich, along with 
constant observation of Germany’s foreign policy and propaganda:

Romania had to keep an eye on two dangers: one external, coming from Berlin [interference 
from Nazi Germany, my addition], another internal, the German minority’s increasingly 
radicalizing political leadership.... Both the German minority’s press and the Reich’s press 
have made great efforts to guide Romanian public opinion closer to Germany.™

This brief excerpt demonstrates the ssi’s awareness of the German minority’s increas­
ing susceptibility and eagerness to follow the Reich and Hitler, and their temptation 
to join the ss and to engage in propaganda actions. In fact, the Romanian diplomatic 
staff and the secret services were already aware of the effects of German propaganda in 
other states with a German minority; or where Germany had growing diplomatic and 
economic ties. Additionally, at the end of the 1930s, Romanian decision makers began 
to develop a conciliatory attitude towards Germany’s actions and towards the German 
Ethnic Group.
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Nazi Germany’s international actions were intensely promoted via every available 
channel. In 1940, local police inspectorates in Romanian areas with a high concentra­
tion of German inhabitants witnessed an impressive amount of such propaganda. For 
instance, the Police Inspectorate of Alba Iulia reported the distribution of a German 
bulletin news edited by Deutsche Korrespondenz Berlin-Grunewald and smuggled into 
the country, “probably through diplomatic couriers.”40 In March 1940, the Police In­
spectorate of Cernăuți confiscated 200 copies of a German bulletin (The Death Camp of 
German Compatriots in Poland) and an entire supply of booklets (Folk and State Studies: 
For the Peasant Professional Competition).41 In the same month, the Police Inspectorate of 
Suceava reported that 300 copies of anti-English propaganda had arrived at the German 
consulate in Cernăuți (today Chemivtsi)42 and anti-English and anti-French propaganda 
in the Romanian language had been confiscated after being delivered to the Roșiorii de 
Vede city hall.43

Although the Romániáit authorities were aware of the organizational structure of 
the geg and were trying to confiscate or ban materials that were not aligned with the 
Romanian legislation, the Office for Propaganda and Press (Amt fur Presse und Propa­
ganda) issued detailed instructions for each city and village they had targeted to act faster 
and more efficiently. For example, there were clear instructions to spread eye-catching 
posters in as many cities and localities as possible and to use as many storefronts and 
bulletin boards as possible, but to make sure to get the local authorities’ permission 
when organizing public meetings or events of a larger scale. Usually, these types of work 
instructions were brief and specific, issued for each city or region describing the means 
of propaganda (slides or showcases, promotional materials, bulletin boards, rallies), how 
many copies and where to place them to maximize visibility. For example:

Four bulletin boards can be placed monthly in the Brașov area, two in the Banat region 
(these will be paid) and they must prove their use for the purposes established by the Office 
of Press and Propaganda. It is desirable, especially in Brașov and in larger localities, to be 
considered as those in Banat, in about 150 localities

and “in those places where there are no boards, the photos should be placed in the sellers’ 
windows. You will receive colorful posters in the following period.”44

A significant portion of these forms of propaganda targeted the local German mi­
norin; but there were also leaflets, posters, brochures, and calendars in the Romanian 
language for the Romanian population. Propaganda materials even used customized 
slogans depending on the targeted group.45 Cheerful, dynamic messaging and colorful 
pictures were compulsory7 even for the public events. For instance, the instructions of 
the Office for Propaganda and Press for the events of 30 Januarv 1942 were detailed and 
meticulously planned: the main decoration was to be the swastika and the country’s flag; 
all the decorations and flags had to be placed one bv one, in rows, and in connection 
with a group of flags as the same instruction report explained, “to dominate the space”46 
to create the impression of a grandiose event, in a gothic atmosphere generated bv the 
usage of “a large silver victorious rune.”47
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The same cited document precisely indicates that “a picture of the Führer—as the 
one who, through his brilliant spirit, allowed this victory—surrounded by fir garlands, 
occupies a place of honor.”48 Last but not least, another essential part of the decor were 
the torches, which, according to these written instructions, were “a symbol of the light 
that illuminates the future,” consequently all the participants must carry torches. Also, 
all the participants had to be precisely aligned in two rows to give the impression of a 
well-organized and disciplined space.49

This was just one brief example among dozens of similar ones issued by the Press and 
Propaganda Office. Just by observing how this was issued and how closely the office was 
monitoring all these events, it is no wonder that the Siguranța and the ssi paid special 
attention to it. In fact, their monthly reports almost always included an entire separate 
chapter dedicated to the geg Office for Propaganda and Press and its activities, especially 
in relation to the local press. For instance, in 1939, the Romanian authorities observed 
that the Nazi movement had not managed to replace the chief editors of the main Ger­
man language newspapers in Romania, some of them opposing the Gleichschaltung’.

as for the press, it is noteworthy that many of the very influential local newspapers still have 
the old leadership that is difficult to fit into the National Socialist political mentality. In­
stead, their shared vision is to give up any controversy or internecine fight.50

Another similar report describes German propaganda in Romania as dynamic and ef­
ficient owing to its forms and characteristics, as illustrated in a Siguranța report entitled 
“[Nazi] Propaganda and its Methods under Fabritius’s Leadership.” In the eyes of this 
Romanian institution, the local German propaganda “operates with bombastic phrases 
and the impressive theatrics of the National Socialist demonstrations,” and all local Ger­
man community institutions were used as instruments to disseminate it: “the church, 
the theater, the old costumes and customs, conferences, gatherings, sports fields, work 
teams, etc., everything is put at the service of the National Socialist propaganda.”51

The same report lists not only' the ways and techniques of propaganda, but also the 
messages and the psychological tools it used. This report identifies the press as the most 
effective means of propaganda, but also underlines the extreme importance of events, 
conferences, rallies, and celebrations with the purpose of “awakening moral values such 
as: self-confidence, national pride, the fight against alcohol and nicotine, saving the 
land, reserving certain professions and living places for Germans.”52 This example dem­
onstrates what Johann Böhm observed about the purposes of geg propaganda: all the 
festivals, concerts, rallies, and meetings were meant to become traditions, and the main 
aim was to reshape an old lifestyle into a new one, based on other values and ideas fueled 
by National Socialism.53

There is overwhelming evidence for the ways propaganda exploited human psy­
chology; values, and morals in order to make Nazi ideology' attractive to various social 
groups, but also to the Germans living outside the Reich. The emotional appeal was key 
to transforming the German people into ardent believers and supporters of the Nazi 
cause, in Erich Fromm’s words.54 This is a complex topic and there is no shortage of 
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literature about it, so we will not focus on these aspects here, but for the sake of under­
standing the layers of the cited report we chose to highlight the Romanian authorities’ 
perception of the psychological and emotional instruments of propaganda.

Similarly, traditional and cultural German values and myths were also used as an in­
strument to link the past and present because “propaganda is best understood if placed in 
its historical context and in consideration of its psychological background.”5-1 The impact 
of the “bombastic phrases and the impressive theatrics of National Socialist demonstra­
tions” on the Romanian Germans noted by the Romanian secret services illustrate the 
power of the rhetoric and propaganda strategies used by the local Nazi organizations?6

Since the geg’s actions grew hostile towards the Romanian authorities, in 1941 and 
1942, inside the Ministry of Interior there were constant signals that the geg was defying 
the Romanian local authorities and the Romanian laws, and that punitive actions should 
be taken against it. As a consequence, with Ion Antonescu’s approval, Romanian author­
ities were required to monitor the organization’s activity and act accordingly in case of 
further law-breaking or altercations with the local authorities.57 The reports issued over 
the following months and years indicated that these measures were futile, as Andreas 
Schmidt was unwilling to cooperate. As a matter of fact, Schmidt’s style of leadership 
and understanding of National Socialism were aggressive and delusional. Johann Böhm 
even goes as far as describing Schmidt’s political vision as a form of illusion merged with 
reality, and his spirit of equilibrium lost in lies.58 This situation negatively affected the 
German minority in Romania, which was merely instrumentalized by the geg in order 
to provide human and economic resources to the Reich.

Conclusions

T
he activity of the geg and its connections with the Reich were constantly under 
the watchful eyes of the Siguranța, the ssi and the Romanian Military Intel­
ligence. During the late 1930s and more intensely during early 1940s, these 
Romanian intelligence agencies monitored not only the political activity of the geg, but 

also the German minority in Romania in general, and how the latter reacted to the Nazi 
propaganda messages and techniques. Thousands of notes and reports issued bv these 
institutions provided to the Romanian government detailed descriptions and analyses 
of the Nazi propaganda practices of the geg and their impact on the German minor­
ity in Romania. Andreas Schmidt’s appointment as leader of the geg accelerated the 
coordination of the geg’s political, economic, and propaganda apparatus with the Nazi 
ideology and institutional model (the so-called Gleichschaltung), while pushing the Ger­
man minority into a tense relation with the Romanian authorities. Schmidt—a fanatic 
follower of Nazi ideology and a servile instrument of the ss leadership (with which he 
had personal connections through his marriage to Christa Berger, the daughter of ss- 
Obergruppenfiihrer Gottlob Berger, the head of the ss-H/u^wr)—played a key role in 
this direction.
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The propaganda practices used by various organizations of the geg after 1940 em­
ployed many channels to spread the noxious messages of National Socialism and to 
secure the Romanian Germans’ devotion to the Nazi cause. The geg’s propaganda func­
tioned to a certain degree similarly to the one in Germany in terms of its attempt to 
bridge the gap between the leaders and the people.59 Manifests, booklets, posters, books, 
poems, films, photos, events, speeches, conferences, parades, songs, slogans, uniforms, 
symbols, symbolic/totemic items—all these served as channels through which to trans­
mit the Nazi ideology; As a last note, from the very beginning, the police and the secret 
sendees noticed the increasing popularity of National Socialist ideas among the Germans 
in Romania, as well as the gradual emergence of propaganda practices in the 1930s, 
peaking in November 1940, when the geg was officially established. Thousands of re­
ports issued during these years indicate a close monitoring of the Romanian Germans. 
However, due to the fact the Nazi organizations in Romania were protected by the 
Reich, the Nazi propaganda actions among the Romanian Germans were not prevented 
during the late 1930s, as the Romanian authorities would have liked to do, even though 
many propaganda items were confiscated. By analyzing these propaganda materials, the 
information collected by the intelligence services, corroborating the geg’s representa­
tives’ public statements, the Romanian authorities were constantly trying to anticipate 
Nazi Germany’s next steps. During the early 1940s, drawing on the reports drafted by 
the secret services about the geg, the Romanian authorities were increasingly worried 
about the tendency of the geg to become a state within the state and about the defiant 
attitude of its leaders towards the central authorities in Bucharest. Romania’s switching 
of sides in the war in August 1944 led to the dissolution of the geg, the arrest of many 
of its leaders, while the Romanian Germans were left to deal with the long-term postwar 
consequences of the Soviet and postwar Romanian regime’s perception of them and 
their involvement in the war.60
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Abstract
The German Ethnic Group in Romania's Propaganda Practices 

As Perceived by the Romanian Authorities

The aim of this study is to analyze how the Romanian authorities perceived the increasing influ­
ence of the Nazi movement within the German minority during late 1930s and early 1940s, its 
successful propaganda, and its subordination to Nazi Germany. The Romanian secret services 
were particularly concerned about the increasing number of German Ethnic Group (geg) propa­
ganda actions. After the autumn of 1940, when the Nazi-controlled geg became the political 
organization in charge with managing all key areas of the everyday life of the Romanian Germans, 
the Romanian authorities tried to document in detail and analyze the geg propaganda practices 
and the reactions of different social groups of the German minority to it.
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in Romania


