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Propaganda and the Rise of Nazi Radio 
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Introduction 

ess than a year after the parliamentary elections 
of 1932 and the appointment of Adolf Hitler as 

Chancellor of Germany in January 1933, Joseph 
Goebbels stood in front of crowd of journalists and 
German radio officials in Berlin. As Minister of Pub-
lic Enlightenment and Propaganda, Goebbels 
opened the tenth annual German Radio Exhibition 
on August 18, 1933 with a speech that would form 
the basis of Third Reich-era propaganda until the end 
of Nazi rule in 1945. “The radio will be for the twen-
tieth century,” he said, “what the press was for the 
nineteenth century.”1 In a separate address in March 
1933, Goebbels emphasized his point in even 
clearer language; he says, “I hold radio to be the most 
modern and the most important instrument of mass 

1 Joseph Goebbels, “Radio as the Eighth Great Power,” August 
18, 1933, German Propaganda Archive. Accessed November 
14, 2017. http://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-ar-
chive/goeb56.htm. 
.  

influence that exists anywhere.”2 For Goebbels, the 
future of communication and the key to unifying the 
German people resided in the developing potential 
of radio technology. In his mind, without the utiliza-
tion of the radio, the Nazi Party would not gain total 
control over the German government and people.3  

The radio was the most important medium 
through which the Third Reich spread its propa-
ganda, as evidenced by the amount of resources the 
Nazis invested in the technology which excited offi-
cials with its versatility and ability to communicate 
with a wider audience and faster than ever before. At 
this time in Germany, the press already enjoyed 
widespread readership, which made it an effective 
platform to disseminate messages through. And yet 
Goebbels claimed that the radio would overtake the 
press in terms of importance. Why was he so 

2 David Welch, The Third Reich: Politics and Propaganda (New 
York: Routledge, 2002), 184. 
3 Robert Edwin Herzstein, The War That Hitler Won: Goebbels 
and the Nazi Media Campaign (New York: Paragon House 
Publishers, 1987), 176. 
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confident in saying this? Due to the Nazi Party’s ab-
solute control over the airwaves, the advances in 
broadcasting technology, and the personal endorse-
ment of top Party leaders, the radio was primed to 
overtake the press and become the most effective 
and widespread propaganda tool of the Third Reich. 
 
Radio in the Weimar Republic 
 
 During the years of the Weimar Republic—
the pre-1933 democracy in Germany—radio was 
still a budding technology being explored in many ca-
pacities. The first ever national broadcast came on 
October 29, 1923 when the program “Sendstelle 
Berlin” reached 461 listeners over the airwaves. 4 
Hans Flesch, who was then responsible for develop-
ments in live reporting and the interactivity and par-
ticipation of the audience, gave German radio its 
start. 5  During this time, radio was used mostly to 
broadcast news to Germans living elsewhere in Cen-
tral Europe. 6  However, the Weimar government 
never recognized the value of the technology in the 
way that the Nazis did after 1933. As Joseph Goeb-
bels said in his German Radio Exhibition speech, “At 
best, [the Weimar Republic] saw it as an easy way to 
distract the masses from the difficulties of our na-
tional and social life through games and entertain-
ment.” 7  While radio during the Nazi era also con-
tained elements of entertainment, it was used primar-
ily as a political tool, integrated as a means to reach 
the citizens of Germany quickly and effectively.  
 
Consolidation of German Radio 
 
 In 1925, most sectors of the media, such as 
the press and the film industry, were owned by indi-
viduals and private companies.8 Radio, on the other 
hand, was different. The Reichs-Rundfunk-Gesell-
schaft (“Reich Broadcasting Corporation”) served as 
the governing body of all German radio, the main 

																																																								
4 Horst J.P. Bergmeier and Rainer E. Lotz, Hitler’s Airwaves: The 
Inside Story of Nazi Radio Broadcasting and Propaganda 
Swing (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 3. 
5 Welch, The Third Reich, 40. 
6 Ibid., 41. 
7 Joseph Goebbels, “Radio as the Eighth Great Power.” 
8 Welch, The Third Reich, 38. 

task of which was regulating all radio broadcasts. 
Reichspost (“Reich Mail”), housed within the na-
tional government, owned 51 percent of the com-
pany, while the nine regional content stations collec-
tively owned the other 49 percent. 9  Although the 
Reich Broadcasting Corporation was legally a single 
entity, the Nazi government used three separate 
channels to assist in their spread of propaganda over-
the-air. The first, the Reich Ministry of Public En-
lightenment and Propaganda (RMVP), was led by 
Goebbels himself, created on March 12, 1933 by of-
ficial order from Hitler. 10  The other two were the 
Central Propaganda Office of the Party and the 
Reich Chamber of Culture, the latter of which fea-
tured seven sub-chambers, including one for radio.11 
After Hitler created the RMVP, Goebbels took the 
reins and vowed to make the radio an active influ-
ence over the listening public—something he ac-
cused the previous regime of failing to do.12 In March 
1933, Goebbels said, “Our radio propaganda is not 
produced in a vacuum, in radio stations, but in the at-
mosphere-laden halls of mass gatherings. In this way 
every listener has become a direct participant in these 
events."13 As the boundaries of radio technology be-
gan to expand in the 1930s, Goebbels and the Party 
pushed the limits. The regime had lofty hopes of 
speaking to each German citizen directly, in their 
homes, through a personal radio set—a feat that had 
never before been accomplished.14 But before any of 
this could be achieved, the consolidation of power 
over German radio and the advancement in broad-
casting technology had to occur. 
 In his German Radio Exhibition speech, 
Goebbels also declared, “We will bring to the micro-
phone the best spiritual elements of the nation, mak-
ing the radio into the most multifaceted, flexible 
means of expressing the wishes, needs, longings, and 
hopes of our age.”15 For him, the flexibility of the ra-
dio is part of what made the format so indispensable. 
Many Party members, speakers, and orators could 

9 Keith Somerville, Radio Propaganda and the Broadcasting of 
Hatred: Historical Development and Definitions (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 111. 
10 Welch, The Third Reich, 28. 
11 Ibid., 30. 
12 Ibid., 29. 
13 Ibid., 38. 
14 Ibid., 42. 
15 Joseph Goebbels, “Radio as the Eighth Great Power.” 
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use the nascent platform to spread their message to 
an unprecedented amount of people practically in-
stantaneously through a multitude of mediums. 
However, as previously mentioned, the Reich 
Broadcasting Corporation was not completely state-
run. Thus, upon coming to power, the Nazis first 
needed to restructure the balance of power.  
 What Goebbels sought was Rund-
funkeinheit, or complete unity and control over all 
facets of the radio.16  After Hitler’s appointment as 
Chancellor on January 30, 1933, Goebbels insisted 
on allowing the RMVP full responsibility for all radio 
broadcasts. Hermann Göring, President of the 
Reichstag, mounted the largest defense to Goebbels’ 
request. He believed that the regional radio branches 
and their authorities should remain in control at the 
local level.17 Göring’s words fell on deaf ears, how-
ever, as Hitler—through a presidential declaration—
gave Goebbels full control over all intellectual influ-
ences of the state on June 30, 1933.18 This, of course, 
mandated that all radio media responsibilities were 
shifted into the RMVP’s jurisdiction.19 The deal was 
not quite complete without Hitler’s approval for 
Goebbels to take charge of content, as well as distri-
bution. This did happen, but not until April 1, 
1934.20 As a result, the nine regional stations had be-
come, for all intents and purposes, nine branches of 
the state-owned Reich Broadcasting Corporation.21 
Indeed, they were forced to cease all original pro-
gramming by order of Goebbels and instead became 
conduits for the RMVP’s content.22  
 It is interesting to note that no formal piece 
of legislation ever gave the RMVP legal control over 
the nation’s radio broadcasting. Hitler’s decree was 
law, but it was never explicitly formalized, as was the 
case with many Nazi policies throughout the 1930s 
and 1940s. The working compromise that existed 
between the RMVP and German radio was, in this 
instance, enough to keep Goebbels and his ministry 

																																																								
16 Welch, The Third Reich, 40. 
17 Ibid., 39. 
18 Somerville, Radio Propaganda and the Broadcasting of Ha-
tred, 113. 
19 Welch, The Third Reich, 39. 
20 Somerville, Radio Propaganda and the Broadcasting of Ha-
tred, 113. 
21 Welch, The Third Reich, 39. 
22 Herzstein, The War That Hitler Won, 177. 

in charge of content and distribution through to the 
end of World War II. 
 
Reich Radio’s Expanding Reach 
 
 Another factor that legitimized the radio as 
one of Germany’s most powerful and effective prop-
aganda tools was the development and success of 
foreign broadcasts. For instance, the Reich Broad-
casting Company signed a contract with American 
broadcasting conglomerate NBC in the summer of 
1929.23 Although it took until April 2, 1933 for the 
first live German broadcast to reach the United 
States, the two companies had been exchanging pre-
recorded programs with each other since 1929.24 In 
1933, Goebbels drew up a tentative five-year plan of 
growth for German radio. At the time, only two 
hours of content were being broadcast on just three 
different frequencies across the country.25 By the in-
vasion of Poland in September 1939, Goebbels 
oversaw 119 hours of programming across 18 sepa-
rate stations. His plan, while indeed increasing con-
tent, also sparked a vigorous commitment to the cre-
ation of short and long-range towers across the coun-
try.26 By 1934, shortwave transmissions were being 
sent regularly to Africa, Latin America, and East 
Asia. 27  The Nazi government received the perfect 
chance to showcase its innovations in radio when 
much of the world’s attention was fixated on Berlin 
in 1936 for the eleventh Olympic Games. In a glob-
alizing world, a total of eight broadcasters read 
Olympic news in five different languages for twenty-
two hours of content each day.28 Two years later, 
with the world on the precipice of war, the Reich 
Broadcasting Company was sending shortwave 
broadcasts every minute of every day in twelve dif-
ferent languages to countries as far away as Brazil.29 
Not only were German reports being broadcast in-
ternationally, but the Reich Broadcasting Company 
also began employing foreign correspondents. These 

23 Bergmeier and Lotz, Hitler’s Airwaves, 35. 
24 Ibid. 
25 John Carver Edwards, Berlin Calling: American Broadcasters 
in Service to the Third Reich (New York: Praeger Publishers, 
1991), 5. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Bergmeier and Lotz, Hitler’s Airwaves, 36. 
28 Ibid., 37. 
29 Edwards, Berlin Calling, 5. 
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individuals could give live reports from various loca-
tions all over the world, making Germany the first 
country to utilize the technology in such a way.30 
Even in the middle of World War II in 1943, Ger-
man radio was producing nine distinct news pro-
grams every day.31 
 According to Bergmeier and Lotz, Ger-
many’s European Foreign-Language Services were 
created, “to promote a new European order and 
combat the inflammatory lies of her enemies and seek 
recognition and support for Germany’s political, mil-
itary, economic and cultural goals and achieve-
ments…”32 The broadcasts that were sent abroad be-
came just as crucial to the Nazi Party’s propaganda 
efforts as national broadcasts. In an interview about 
his book, Marketing the Third Reich: Persuasion, 
Packaging and Propaganda, Nicholas O’Shaugh-
nessy highlights a strength of the Nazi regime as hav-
ing stations and content that addressed all types of 
people, both at home and overseas. 33  During the 
war, the British Broadcasting Company played its 
own radio programs, but they were often filled with 
sleepy organ music and viewed as quite boring, even 
by British citizens. The Nazis seized the opportunity 
and set up secret radio stations that could be accessed 
in England. At their peak, these Nazi stations were at-
tracting a majority of English radio listeners, even up 
to 70 percent, on any given weekend.34 While it is 
difficult to accurately speculate on the effectiveness 
of these foreign messages and broadcasts, it was cer-
tainly an integral part of the Third Reich’s radio prop-
aganda agenda. However, a more important goal of 
such an agenda was reaching German listeners, both 
before and during the war. The Nazis were largely 
successful in their endeavors, with some help from 
one crucial invention. 
 
The “People’s Receiver” 
 
 “The German radio under National Socialist 
auspices must become the clearest and most direct 
instrument for education and restructuring the Ger-
man nation.” 35  These are the words of Goebbels’ 

																																																								
30 Ibid., 7. 
31 Bergmeier and Lotz, Hitler’s Airwaves, 43. 
32 Ibid., 84. 
33 Nicholas O’Shaughnessy, interviewed by Mark Klobas, New 
Books Network, November 6, 2017. 

Program Director and Transmitter Leader, Eugen 
Hadamovsky. To make the radio the powerful edu-
cational tool that they knew it could be, Goebbels 
and the Nazi Party needed a means by which the 
maximum number of citizens could have access to 
broadcasts. In 1933, Goebbels and his team created 
a solution: the Volksempfänger, or “people’s re-
ceiver," named as such for its affordability and the ac-
cessibility to the radio that it could give millions of 
Germans. 36  To make it a reality, the government 
convinced manufacturers to produce some of the 
smallest and cheapest radio sets that existed in Eu-
rope and heavily subsidized production in order to 
drive prices down.37Two models were produced in 
the early years of the Third Reich, one for 75 Reichs-
marks and another for just 35 Reichsmarks, which 
was even payable in installments for members of the 
working class.38 
 

 
Voksempfänger (Peoples Receiver) from 1933 
Source: Wikimedia 
 

The creation was a near-instantaneous suc-
cess. In 1933 and 1934 one million radio sets were 
sold, raising the total number of radios in the country 

34 Ibid. 
35 Bergmeier and Lotz, Hitler’s Airwaves, 6. 
36 Welch, The Third Reich, 41. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
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to six million units.39 By the end of 1939, as the Sec-
ond World War began, more than 70 percent of 
homes in Germany had access to wireless radio, giv-
ing the German populace the highest percentage of 
radio ownership worldwide. 40  These devices be-
came so popular that sales from the “people’s receiv-
ers” alone covered over 80 percent of the RMVP’s 
expenses during its existence.41  
 Even when people were away from their 
homes during the workday, the RMVP devised a 
system that made it nearly impossible to miss an im-
portant radio broadcast. Local radio officials, or 
Funkwarte, were charged with setting up loudspeak-
ers in practically all public places, including town 
centers, factories, offices, schools, even coffeehouses 
and restaurants. 42  At the blaring of the sirens, life 
across the country would briefly stop. Community 
listening events would commence, which included 
speeches or other special announcements meant for 
all German ears.43 The people were trained to antici-
pate who was about to speak, as each prominent ra-
dio voice was always preceded by a particular song. 
Once that song began to play, each individual was 
expected to remain attentive for the duration of the 
broadcast..44 Those that did not comply with these 
rules were often reported by the Funkwarte to their 
superiors and punished in various capacities.45 
 During the war, community listening was 
also encouraged and became prevalent amongst sol-
diers on the frontlines. In what is likely Goebbels’ 
most famous speech, the Berlin Sportpalast Speech 
in 1943, he played to the emotions of the gathered 
crowd, saying, “They radioed to us that they had 
heard the Führer’s proclamation, and perhaps for the 
last time in their lives joined us in raising their hands 
to sing the national anthems.” 46  Regardless of 
whether this story—shared with a hand-picked audi-
ence—was exaggerated to elicit an emotional re-
sponse, Hitler, Goebbels, and others were heard reg-
ularly by soldiers hundreds of miles away from 

																																																								
39 Ibid., 42. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 31. 
42 Welch, The Third Reich, 42. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Joseph Goebbels, “Nation, Rise Up, and Let the Storm Break 
Loose,” February 18, 1943, German Propaganda Archive. 

home. In one of his articles published in March of 
1942, Goebbels describes the difficulty that the 
RMVP faces in catering to the diverse programming 
preferences of the German people. 47  He explains 
that while every effort is made to address reasonable 
requests, the German soldiers should receive prece-
dent as the most important listeners of national ra-
dio.48 This emphasizes precisely how central the ra-
dio was to the Nazi propaganda effort to boost troop 
morale and enforce National Socialist ideology in the 
armed forces in ways that were not possible in previ-
ous conflicts. 
 

 
German family listening to the Volksempfänger 
Source: German Federal Archive (through Wikimedia) 
 
 One of the better examples of the power of 
German radio propaganda is the reincorporation of 
the Saarland in 1935. An area on the southwestern 
border of Germany, the Saar had been occupied by 
the League of Nations, in accordance with the Treaty 
of Versailles, at the end of the First World War, and 
had remained occupied into the 1930s.49 After fif-
teen years of such occupation, a plebiscite was set for 
January 1935, in order to determine whether the 
people of the Saarland wished to be reincorporated 
into Germany.50 The RMVP played a crucial role in 
Nazi efforts to win a successful vote, and created the 
Westdeutsche Gemeinschaftsdienst (“West Ger-
man Community Service”), an office specifically de-
signed to handle the broadcasting of information in 

Accessed November 14, 2017. http://research.calvin.edu/ger-
man-propaganda-archive/goeb36.htm.  
47 Joseph Goebbels, “The Good Companion,” German Propa-
ganda Archive. Accessed November 14, 2017. http://re-
search.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/goeb12.htm.    
48 Ibid. 
49 Welch, The Third Reich, 41. 
50 Ibid. 
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that area. 51  A full year before the plebiscite was 
scheduled, the RMVP began employing identical 
techniques in the Saar to the ones used in regions 
throughout the country. Local officials set up speak-
ers across the Saar, additional “people’s receivers” 
were sold, and group listening with friends and 
neighbors was heavily encouraged. Combined with 
a more informal Flüsterpropaganda (“underground 
propaganda”) campaign, in which the Nazis spread 
rumors about knowing how individuals voted, the 
RMVP organized an all-out propaganda assault on 
the Saarland.52 In the end, 91 percent of those voting 
in the plebiscite voted to have the Saar rejoin Ger-
many.53  

Combining the propagation of the “people’s 
receiver” with a local bureaucracy that ensured a 
large and attentive audience became a primary 
method in the Third Reich to quickly inform the pub-
lic of any pressing information. In addition, the flexi-
bility of the RMVP to alter or update the content of a 
message throughout the course of a day placed the 
radio head and shoulders above the abilities of the 
newspaper. With print media, new stories could only 
be printed and circulated twice per day at maximum 
efficiency, but with a radio newscast, the information 
could be publicized with ease at any time of day or 
night.54 Hadamovsky beamed about the innovation 
of the new invention, saying, “For the first time in his-
tory, radio gives us the chance to reach millions of 
people with daily and hourly influences. The old and 
young, workers, farmers, soldiers, and officers, men 
and women, sit before the apparatus, listening…”55 
This was the most important goal for Goebbels and 
the RMVP. Radio messages were crafted to guide 
people to think and act as one nation with uniform 
values.56 The Nazi Party believed that this new tech-
nology would create a “uniformity” and camaraderie 
amongst the German people that could transcend the 
class politics that had dominated the Weimar Repub-
lic.57 
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Joseph Goebbels and the RMVP’s Revolving Door 
 
 There is no doubt that radio technology 
made an impression on the German public through-
out the National Socialist period. But it may never 
have seen the usage it did without the influence and 
endorsement of elite Nazi figures, most importantly 
Hitler and Goebbels. Hitler realized the power of 
journalism and the media's ability to portray infor-
mation in persuasive ways early in his political ca-
reer. In his 1925 work Mein Kampf, he wrote, “The 
journalists were real virtuosos in the art of twisting 
facts and presenting them in a deceptive form. […] 
The newspaper propaganda was intended for the 
masses.” 58 With Joseph Goebbels at his side, how-
ever, he also began to appreciate the effectiveness of 
the radio as a platform for Nazi propaganda. When 
he toured the country in 1933, Hitler began to only 
visit cities that had active radio stations.59 Although 
his oratory skills were well regarded and he thrived 
in front of a live audience, Hitler realized the im-
portance of spreading his message to as great a num-
ber of people as possible. In 1933 alone, a year in 
which radio was still coming into its own, it is esti-
mated that Hitler made 50 speeches that were broad-
cast over the air.60 The medium of radio was unique 
in that it often captivated the general essence of a 
printed message, but added the personality and in-
flexion of the human voice. 61  This added an extra 
layer to the oration that Hitler would use and, ulti-
mately, master throughout his career. 
 Hitler delegated most of the control in the 
realm of broadcasting to Goebbels, who, with about 
1,000 staff in the RMVP,62 also attempted to install 
some leadership underneath him. Eugen Hadamov-
sky, who held previous employment as a motor me-
chanic, was appointed Director of Broadcasting in 
1933. He earned much of his clout for founding the 
National Socialist Radio Chamber, which would be-
come the Reich Radio Chamber—one of the “Reich 
Chambers of Culture”—six months later. 63  Also 

58 Somerville, Radio Propaganda and the Broadcasting of Ha-
tred, 88. 
59 Ibid., 106. 
60 Welch, The Third Reich, 42.  
61 Somerville, Radio Propaganda and the Broadcasting of Ha-
tred, 111. 
62 Welch, The Third Reich, 31. 
63 Ibid., 40. 
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Reich Transmitter Leader, Hadamovsky approved 
all important broadcasts before they could be trans-
mitted over the airwaves. But, as dedicated as Hada-
movsky was to the Party and its goals, Goebbels 
viewed him largely as incompetent.64 To offset this, 
Goebbels hired Dr. Heinrich Glasmaier as Reich Su-
perintendent of the German Radio Network.65 Yet, 
after a year in his position, Glasmaier also failed to im-
press Goebbels, and was transferred to the Central 
Propaganda Office in 1942 to reduce his responsibil-
ities. 66  Ultimately, Hans Fritzsche emerged as the 
most competent and, according to Herzstein, most 
important German radio broadcaster in the Third 
Reich.67 His intelligence, sarcasm, and wit made him 
a popular voice during the early-war years of Ger-
man victory. Later in the war, though, his personal 
style and resistance to complying with the RMVP’s 
standards had made him a nuisance to both Goebbels 
and the radio-listening public.68 
 This revolving door of directors and super-
intendents solidified Goebbels’ distrust of civil serv-
ants. He once wrote in his diary, “Just as you cannot 
expect a cow to lay eggs, you cannot expect a bureau-
crat to look after the interests of the state properly.”69 
The civil service did, however, add to Goebbels’ 
power over an increasingly unified German radio in-
dustry. Already Minister of Public Enlightenment 
and Propaganda since 1933, he was later appointed 
as President of the Press Association. In this role, 
Goebbels had the ability to bar any journalist from 
engaging in their work. 70  His authority was even 
backed by an official court system that fined, ex-
pelled, or otherwise punished those that violated the 
laws.71 By 1939, Goebbels was in a position to force 
all commentators, announcers, and press editors to 

attend his own “ministerial conferences.”72 There, he 
instructed members of the press on what was appro-
priate to publish and how radio broadcasters could 
or could not alter official messages for air. 73  Suc-
cinctly summarizing Goebbels' power over the radio, 
O’Shaughnessy says, “Goebbels actually had a 
switch in his office to switch it on and interfere in the 
radio programming everywhere with his stentorian 
voice, saying some important item of news or some-
thing like that. Control was centralized.”74 
 
Conclusion 
 
 With the growth and improvement of 
broadcasting stations, the Nazis expanded their in-
fluence at home and across the world. With the intro-
duction of small, reasonably priced radio sets, citi-
zens of all ages and socioeconomic backgrounds 
were within reach of the Nazi Party’s messages. The 
“people’s receiver” created what was nearly a direct 
line from the lips of Joseph Goebbels and RMVP 
functionaries to the people's ears. In the 1930s, such 
public access to the private sphere of the home was 
unprecedented. And while the Nazis continued to 
take advantage of their control over more traditional 
forms of media, radio had become the prized propa-
ganda medium for the Third Reich. As Goebbels pro-
fessed in his German Radio Exhibition speech in 
1933, “The radio is the most influential and im-
portant intermediary between a spiritual movement 
and the nation, between the idea and the people.”75 
While it is impossible to determine precisely how ef-
fective the radio was in influencing the German peo-
ple, there is no denying its central importance to the 
dissemination of Nazi propaganda.
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