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Introduction

Building a New Germany is a collection of documents from the UK Foreign Office 

records held at The National Archives. It explores the policies adopted by the British 

authorities towards the end of the Second World War and in the immediate post-

war period as they sought to re-educate German soldiers and civilians and create 

a freer, more democratic, and thoroughly ‘denazified’ society from the ruins of the 

Third Reich.

The documents included within this teaching pack represent a tiny sample of the 

material in the collection at large. They touch upon the early decisions to embark on 

a denazification and re-education programme, some of the resources utilised as part 

of this process, and the responses of the German people involved.

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 30-40 

minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth 

and depth of accompanying discussion.

Learning objectives

In using this teaching pack, students will:

1. Understand British attitudes towards the Third Reich and their policies on how to 

handle the future of Germany as the war came to an end.

2. Explore the different techniques used in re-education programmes and how 

these relate to ideas such as indoctrination and ‘brainwashing’.

3. Investigate how German prisoners-of-war and civilians responded to the 

denazification process and what its longer-term legacies were.
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Historical background and context

Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party came to power in Germany in January 1933. In the 

years that followed they built a powerful regime, which won over many German 

people through a mixture of practical successes, political indoctrination, targeted 

censorship, fear and intimidation, and ideological infiltration throughout the public 

and private spheres.

In 1939, Nazi Germany invaded Poland, triggering the outbreak of the Second 

World War. By 1942, they were opposed by a powerful alliance, led by Britain, the 

Soviet Union, and the USA. Slowly and inexorably, Allied forces rolled back Nazi 

domination in Europe and Africa, taking large numbers of prisoners-of-war (POWs) 

along the way.

As the end of the war drew near, and Allied victory appeared all but certain, the 

Allies began to consider what to do with defeated Germany. Haunted by the failures 

of the peace-making process at the end of the First World War, their top priority 

was to ensure that a resurgent Germany would not, or could not, threaten peace in 

Europe again.
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SOURCE ONE

‘The Re-education of Prisoners of War’, 26 May 1944

FO 939/445, images 10-14

Source summary

This memorandum was prepared by staff in the Political Warfare Executive 

(overseen by the Foreign Office) and the Ministry of Information. It was submitted 

to the War Cabinet, the highest policy-making body in Britain at that time, and used 

to secure their support for a re-education programme. This was forthcoming on 18 

September 1944.

Questions for discussion

1. Why did the British authorities seek to launch a re-education programme for 

German prisoners-of-war?

2. How necessary was this objective? How realistic was it?

3. What can this document tell us about British concerns and priorities as they 

looked ahead to the end of the war and the period to follow?
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SOURCE TWO

‘Opening address’, Major-General Kenneth Strong, 19 January 1945.

FO 939/214, images 37-44

Source summary 

The headquarters of the British re-education programme was at Wilton Park, a 

country house in Buckinghamshire, which had been an interrogation centre for 

captured senior Nazis during the war. In January 1945, the first re-education course 

was launched there, delivered to a handpicked cohort of German prisoners-of-

war. The document below contains the opening address, given by Major-General 

Kenneth Strong, Director-General of the Political Intelligence Department (successor 

to the Political Warfare Executive), the agency responsible for the programme.

The address was originally written and given in German, which Major-General 

Strong spoke well. The document below is a translation.

Questions for discussion

1. What is the tone of the address? What does it suggest about the spirit and 

character of the re-education programme?

2. How do you think this address would have been received by an audience of 

German prisoners-of-war?

3. What does the source tell us about British attitudes to the Third Reich and Nazi 

ideology more widely?
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SOURCE THREE

‘Excerpts from [POWs’] letters showing the reaction to the German Concentration 

Camp Atrocities Film during the 1st week of showing’, 13 August 1945.

FO 939/72, images 26-31

Source summary

As Allied troops moved through Germany in 1945, they discovered evidence of Nazi 

atrocities, most notably the concentration and extermination camps. A British film 

crew was dispatched to make a documentary about these camps which did not shy 

away from showing the horrors, including piles of corpses and footage of emaciated 

and tortured survivors. This film was used in a number of re-education contexts: it 

was shown in German cinemas (with local people marched in at gunpoint to watch) 

and it was also screened in prisoner-of-war camps. The document below details the 

responses from prisoners-of-war in a camp in Egypt, after seeing the film, in July 

1945.

Questions for discussion

1. What are the different sentiments expressed by German prisoners-of-war in 

response to this film?

2. How can we explain the range and diversity of responses? Should we take them 

all at face value?

3. What can this tell us more generally about German attitudes towards the crimes 

of the Nazi regime in the period immediately following the end of the war?

https://microform.digital/boa/documents/43472/fo-93972-concentration-camp-film-broadcast-and-reactions-at-internment-camps#?xywh=-2872%2C-212%2C8544%2C4221
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General discussion

1. What were the top priorities for the British (and the other Allies) as the war came 

to an end and they became responsible for the occupation of Germany?

2. Alongside re-education programmes such as those detailed above, what other 

strategies would you consider essential in order to ‘denazify’ Germany?

3. How successful do you think initiatives such as these would have been? What 

potential challenges would they have likely faced?

4. Do you think it is possible to politically re-educate the population of an entire 

country?
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