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World War II German Stereotypes 

 Prior to World War II, Hitler was determined to conquer all of Poland. This desire to gain 

Poland instigated World War II and as a result of some signed international treaties, the countries 

were intertwined legally. For example, Poland signed a treaty with both Britain and France which 

stated that if Poland was to be invaded (by Germany) then France and Britain would come to 

Poland’s aid with military support. In order to ensure his success, Hitler made a deal with the 

Soviet Union which stated that they would not attack Germany as long as the Soviets got ⅔ of 

Poland. Hitler agreed and released attacks upon Poland, and felt reassured that neither the Soviet 

Union or the British would siege Germany. The British retracted on earlier treaties with 

Germany, as they declared war, and came to Poland’s aide. France declared war on Germany as 

well. However, with World War II developing, so did the negative stereotypical views towards 

Germans. The press instantly began printing propaganda, publishing articles, and photographs to 

sway the public against the Nazis. These forms of persuasion allowed for many to draw 

stereotypes of the Germans such as they were cynical, naive and united.  While some Germans 

possessed these traits, the majority were rather victims of foreign government campaigns.  

  



!  

Source: Julien Bryan, September 1939 

 This picture was taken during WWII after an innocent girl was shot by a German Nazi. 

The girl portrayed in the photo is named Kazimiera and was only ten years old. She was picking 

potatoes in a field outside Warsaw, Poland, when her life was abruptly ended by the firing of a 

German machine gun. The other girl, leaning over Kazimiera, is her sister. When the Germans 

killed Kazimiera it affected her sister greatly. The pain of losing a sister is the mental equivalent 

to being shot. It is a harsh and grueling pain that no innocent person should deserve to feel.  

This cruel and cynical picture was created solely by the German Nazis. If the Germans 

were to take precautions upon firing, the girls would have never suffered this irreversible pain. 

This picture tells the viewer that the Germans are harsh beyond words. Which portrayed a 

relentless nature because the Nazis fighting would not stop fighting at the expense of a civilian, 

they would simply plunder through anyone in their way. That is shown through the death of 

Kazimiera.  



The stereotype of cruelty surrounding Germans was emphasized through the picture. 

Americans began to think anyone of German background had a streak of cruelty within them. 

This was easily thought because the Nazis did not second guess plundering through the innocent 

to achieve victory. For example, during WWII Nazi’s held cruel experiments on those captured. 

These experiments were held in concentration camps. They would inflict discomfort and pain on 

those within the camps. One experiment proceeded in sticking someone in hot water not letting 

them come up for air for intervals of ten minutes. When the patient tried to come up for air the 

supervisor would prod then back under the water with a wooden stick. The supervisor did not 

seem to have any guilt for doing this but instead carried an ear to ear grin on his face, while 

watching the suffering. Events such as these were terrifying to outside civilians. The Nazis did 

not even have a glimmer of guilt (as it seemed to outsiders). The thought of no penitence is 

horrifying to the world because it is human nature to show remorse. Thus, the terrifying allusion 

of no remorse by the Nazi’s gained those of German ancestry a reputation of relentless and cruel. 

Whether they were a Nazi or not, no American wanted to take a chance being accompanied by 

them because they were afraid of Nazi capabilities. Therefore, the average American citizen 

began to believe that all Germans were cynical by nature in order to protect themselves and 

eliminate possible personal suffering.  
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Source: Barron Collier, “A Good Month’s Business”, published by British government, circa 1918. 

  
The poster above is propaganda alienating the German forces. The Germans are portrayed 

as the two red devils and the viewer can come to that conclusion because of the helmet upon the 

one Devil’s head. Helmets such as the one portrayed were worn by Nazi’s during WWII. The 

unique helmet is easily distinguishable due to the spike on top. The Devils are reading what 

seemed to be a mortality report with grins from ear to ear. Listed on the report is not what one 

would expect during a war. It usually would tally the number of fallen soldiers on each opposing 

side, but instead the report tallies babies, children, women and non-combatants. Those people 

would not have been fighting during the war. Hence, it shows that the Germans had no problem 

in killing those of innocence.  

The smile worn by the Devils is extremely malicious because they are happy for the 

deaths of innocent, defenseless civilians. The poster emphasized stereotypes revolving around 

Germans such as their extreme cruelty. Posters like this one were often created and sent out to 



millions of people in other countries, America being one of them. The propaganda, as well as 

reports of war, allowed others like Americans to make these broad assumptions of the Germans.  

The designer of this poster wanted  the viewers to get sensations of horror, seemingly 

inflicted by the Nazis. With this, people easily became repulsed by the Nazis and saw them in 

negative lighting. Many people assumed that anyone of German ancestry had that sense of 

cruelty, that ear to ear grin carried by the Devils. Americans began to morph these horrific Nazi 

actions into a harsh reality including anyone of German descent. This was heartbreaking to many 

Germans who were just as polite, caring and passionate as any other human. Not all Germans 

possessed this thirst for blood but those who did sullied the reputation of those innocence.  

!  
Source: Associated Press, 1 September 1939 

 The people within the photo are holding up two newspapers which read “ WAR BOMBS 

RAIN ON WARSAW” as well as “POLAND INVADED CITIES”. The people reading the 

newspapers are distinctly of German descent because of their clothing. Germans at the time 



usually wore a gown like the lady on the bottom right (in the picture) or suspenders like the man 

(at the bottom of the photo). The crowd is carrying broad smiles across their faces as they were 

hearing the news. Which gives the viewer the idea that the crowd is happy to be hearing such 

destructive news.  

 Since the Germans within the photo are carrying on jubilantly after hearing such 

disastrous news, it emphasizes the stereotype of being naive. The Americans upon seeing this 

photo would be concerned with how contrasting the emotions being portrayed were. On average, 

people will feel distress and heartache after hearing news like a bombing, but, the Germans in the 

picture had a very different emotion such as happiness which is tensing for others. Consequently, 

their happiness shown was disturbing for others viewing this picture and some began to think 

that maybe the Germans did not know any better.  

 The peoples’ faces within the picture are similar to that of a little boy getting a lollipop. 

Their expressions were innocent and excited, which is ironic considering the current situation. 

With this, people began to think that the Germans were simply trusting Hitler and did not have 

an education to see what consequences were henceforth. Furthermore, the belief that Germans 

were uneducated or naive began to spread due to their unquestionable loyalty to Hitler. Not all 

Germans were loyal and believed in Hitler’s motives but those who did were published in the  

press. Hence, the loyal followers (to Hitler) were embellished on and read about by millions of 

citizens. So, people in other countries such as Americans began to think that maybe they are 

loyal because that is all they know and are too afraid to express any radical ideas due to Hitler’s 

brutal nature. Therefore, people viewing this picture as many Americans did began to not only 

think they had an relentless nature but also a streak of blind trust.  
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Source:  U.S. War Department, Army Adjutant General’s Office, 1941. 

 In this poster, there are five german soldiers all reading from a script. They are reading 

“Today, Germany is Ours; Tomorrow, the Whole World”. One can conclude that German soldiers 

are reading this because the language in the speech bubble is German first and then translated to 

English. In addition, in uppercase letters and bold is two words at the bottom of the poster which 

read “OH, YEAH?”. This was an sarcastic response to the German soldiers statements. 

Therefore, the author, MacLean was making fun of the German’s confidence within this poster. 

 The German soldiers faces were portrayed as distorted and ripped which gives them a 

beastly view. This facial recognition gives a very negative vibe to the viewers and establishes the 

soldiers as the enemies. MacLean not only distorted their faces to portray the German soldiers as 



the opponents, but also used solely “warning colors” within the poster. She surrounded the 

soldiers in a solid red block which emphasizes their evil nature because red represents danger. 

She also used black with the wording which is neutral and white around the border of the poster 

for aesthetic appeal. As a result, the detailed faces and contrasting colors gave the viewers an 

premade opinion of how disliked the soldiers should be. 

 With the established view of the dangerous nature of soldiers, MacLean also encouraged 

the stereotype of German blind trust. She has the soldiers reading a script, as if they did not know 

what else to say or were just blindly following orders. Their statements were radical as well as 

unrealistic. Furthermore, she is mocking them with the response of “oh yeah” because it is 

encouraging the fact that the rest of the world would not let that happen. She is emphasizing the 

point that she does not believe they have a shot. By publishing this and having millions of 

Americans reading this poster, she is emphasizing the stereotypes surrounding Germans such as 

their naive nature. As Americans were to view this poster and pick up on all the hidden meanings 

within, such as the script, and mocking language they would assume that all Germans would be 

susceptible to following Hitler. By noticing the script it as if the soldiers are robots and not even 

using their common sense to see the severity of the situation at hand which motivates others to 

think that the Germans simply did not know any better. 
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Source: German photo, retrieved from http://histclo.com/essay/war/ww2/cou/ger/home/w2gh-
cm.html, 6 June 2018. 

In this photograph the majority of the people are younger than 15 years old. There are 

seven children and one adult. All of them are wearing uniforms and are males. One can conclude 

they are German soldiers because there are numerous accounts that describe the Germans 

training younger children to not only participate in war, but also fight. The children are carrying 

rifles which leads viewers to assume that they took part in the bloodiest battles and not just the 

grunt work.  

The Germans were training young children to go into battles that can damage the mental 

state of the strongest men. As a result, people began to assume that anyone and everyone was a 

Nazi. The battle field is a scarring and dangerous place, and no single person should be 

introduced to the evils of war unless in times of dire need. It is horrifying for a full grown adult 

to go into war let alone a child. Children are still young, malleable and gullible.  Imagine being 

around the age of 10 years old sent into open battle… terrifying. This picture along with other 

http://histclo.com/essay/war/ww2/cou/ger/home/w2gh-cm.html
http://histclo.com/essay/war/ww2/cou/ger/home/w2gh-cm.html


recorded events of Germans training younger children to fight during war led Americans to 

believe that everyone was likely to be a Nazi. It showed the world that the Germans would not 

even spare their youngest children during the war. They wanted anyone and everyone to fight for 

their cause no matter how brutal or heartbreaking. Therefore, people assumed that if one was 

german they had the potential to be a Nazi and were extremely united. 

The press may make the Germans to appear naive, heartless, and an united force but in 

reality they are diverse as anyone else would be. The press highlighted the extreme negative 

aspects of the Nazis, publishing such content for everyone to see. They did not include any 

positive stories because they wanted the bystanders to side with them and not the Germans. 

Hence, to create a strong opposing argument against the Nazis they alienated anyone of German 

descent. For example, in propaganda, press would make it appear as if all Germans were cynical 

although in reality they can be just as nice or evil as anyone in a room. If the press was not to 

highlight the negative events during the war which morph it into a statement against the 

Germans, we would not have as many stereotypes surrounding them.  

The stereotypes surrounding the German people were critical and fabricated by 

international bystanders such as Americans. In fact, these views are particularly similar to 

stereotypes surrounding African Americans during the Reconstruction Era. White people, 

especially in the South, saw the blacks as uneducated. However, this idea was created by 

previous slave owners and whites who suppressed blacks, neglecting to provide them with an 

opportunity to learn. Rather, they did not see them as human, but simply property. In fact, some 

slaves were educated, but many plantation owners saw them as threats. The educated blacks were 

dangerous because they put the stereotype surrounding African Americans  of illegitimate 



education to risk. The government even tried suppressing such people, but it was finally put to 

rest with the Emancipation Proclamation that freed all Southern slaves. Since bystanders were 

being fed different forms of knowledge by the government, they usually arrive at preconceived 

conclusions. On the other hand, stereotypes surrounding Germans were encouraged. Americans 

were often shown horrid events instigated by the Nazis. For example, the girl mourning over her 

dead sister . A picture like this is heartbreaking and led Americans to think that the Germans 

were ruthless, and wanted nothing but victory. In addition to photos, they were fed propaganda 

posters which highlighted radical ideas of select Germans, such as the two “Nazi devils” reading 

a mortality report. These posters led viewers to assume all Germans agreed with these ideals, 

because the creator did not specify that only a select few truly allied with Hitler. Even so,  the 

poster portraying soldiers reading the script was made to poke fun at the Germans, leading the 

viewer to think they were uneducated and naive. Similarly, the picture of the children ready for 

battle was taken to hit the maternal emotions of citizens, and led people to believe that if the 

children of Germany were willing to fight in some of the bloodiest battles, all Germans must be 

willing. In conclusion, the stereotypes surrounding Germans during and after WWII included 

their sense of unity, their heartless nature, and naive perception.   
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