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Abstract 

When  Hitler  became  the  chancellor  of  Germany  in  1933 , he  focused  on  

elimination  of  Jews  and  Communists  in  Germany  and  eventually  in  all  of  

Europe . This  paper  will  analyse  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Stripped  

Pyjamas  directed  by  Mark  Herman  and  The  Book  Thief  directed  by  Brian  

Percival ; both  the  movies  gives  us  an  insight  into  the  darkest  times  of  

European  History  that  is  the  Holocaust ; the  movies  portray  the  irrational  

hatred  of  Nazi’s  towards  the  Jews  and  the  horrendous  violence  committed  

by  them . “ Hitler  presented  the  Jews  as  behind  all  of  Germany’s  moral  and  

economic  problems ” ; and  in  the  lieu  of  this  anti – Jewish  and  anti - 

Communist    propaganda  there  were  posters , films  and  “anti –semiotic  

pamphlets ” . Bringing  the  concept  of  “ politicizing  of  art ” . The  government  

took  everything  under  its  control  newspapers , films , posters  solely  meant  to  

propagate  Hitler’s  ideology  which  he  stated  in  Mein  Kampf . This  paper  

tends  to  bring  into  limelight  how  the  images  were  used  as  a  means  to  

influence  the  Nazi’s  to  support  Hitler  in  abolition  of  Jews  and  

Communists. Susan  Sontag  says  that  “ the  photographs  might  instead  have  

reinforced  their  belief  in  the  justness  of  that  struggle ” (Sontag , 08) . The  

Nazi’s  were  not  shown  the  actual  photographs  of  the  concentration  camps “ 
to  avoid  arousing  an  embittered  population  against  authority ” (Sontag , 79) ; 

rather  the  photographs  were  tampered  with  and  not  the  actual  portrayal  of  

reality. This  paper  will  also  focus  on  how  “ the  posters  acted  as  

psychological  instigators  of  cognitive  biases” . The  paper  shows  how  images  

were  used  to  frame  the  ideology  of  masses  in  a  certain  frame . 
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     In  the  beginning  scenes  of  The  Boy  in  the  Stripped  Pyjamas  and  The  Book  Thief    

viewers  come  across  Nazi  flags  all  over  the  town  premises ; outside  shops , houses , 

schools . The  image  of  red  flag  occupy  a  vital  space  not  just  physically  but  

psychologically  too . The  red  flags  symbolize  the  loyalty  to  Hitler  and  admitting  to  his  

ideology . The  absence  of  the  red  flag  makes  Rosa  Hubermann  in  the  movie  The  Book  

Thief  panic  stricken ; since  the  soldiers  were  marching  across  the  town  streets  and  not  

having  a  red  flag  before  one’s  house  would  signify  retaliating  Hitler . The  image  of  red  
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flag  symbolized  Hitler  and  its  presence  signified  supporting  Hitler . The  image  of  this  red  

flag  was  a  constant  reminder  to  the  Germans  that  they  belong  to  Hitler . Image  of  flag  

was  perceived  as  a  symbol  of  terror  by  Jews , Communists  and  for  the  Germans  it  had  

other  dimensions  relating  to  pride  and  patriotism . John  Berger  states  that  “ the  meaning  

of  an  image  is  changed  according  to  what  one  sees  immediately  beside  it  or  what  comes  

immediately  after  it . Such  authority  as  it  retains  is  distributed  over  the  whole  context  in  

which  it  appears ” . 
 In  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , Gretel  who  is  twelve  years  old  

can  be  seen  as  pasting  pictures  and  photographs  on  the  walls  of  her  room  Bruno  comes  

and  informs  her  that  her  dolls  are  lying  in  the  basement  to  which  she  replies  “ dolls  are  

for  little  girls  it’s  not  right  to  be  playing  with  silly  toys  while  people  away  are  risking  

their  lives  for  the  fatherland ” (The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 0:37:07) . The  posters  

and  photographs  on  the  walls  of  her  room  are  of  marching  soldiers , Hitler  addressing  the  

Germans , the  Germans  taking  oath , a  young  girl  holding  a  Nazi  flag  with  patriotic  

slogans  written  on  them . The  posters  and  photographs  present  a  valorizing  image  of  the  

young  German  soldiers . Hitler  is  presented  as  a  messianic  figure  who  would  uplift  

Germany . In  one  of  the  posters  Hitler  can  be  seen  as  holing  a  light  and  behind  him  is  

the  youth  taking  pledge  with  Nazi  flags  all  around , Hitler  is  presented  in  an  angelic  

light  who  would  liberate  Germany  from  all  its  troubles . “ Poster  art  was  a  mainstay  of  

the  Nazi  propaganda  effort , aimed  both  at  Germany  itself  and  occupied  territories . The  

visual  effect  being  striking  would  reach  the  viewer  early . Posters  unlike  other  forms  of  

propaganda  was  difficult  to  avoid ” . The  motto  was  to  create  a  sense  of  unification  

amongst  the  Germans  and  capture  their  attention . Hitler  in  his  propaganda  wanted  to  

influence  the  Germans  through  every  possible  manner ; posters , photographs  in  newspaper 

; his  motive  was  to  reach  the  people  of  all  age  groups  whereas  the  youngsters  were  

often  targeted  since  Hitler  wanted  the  expansion  of  Nazi  force . The  posters  are  prevalent  

in  the  movie  The  Book  Thief  too , one  of  them  read “ Fiend  hort  mit ! ” which  means  the  

enemy  listens  in , the  enemy  here  are  Jews  and  Communists . These  posters  all  over  the  

Germany  glorified  the  Nazi  whereas  Jews , Communists  were  portrayed  in  the  image  of  

serpent . Bandwagon  effect  was  prevalent ; Gretel  sees  Lieutenant  Kotler  looking  keenly  at  

the  images  in  a  newspaper  to  which  Gretel  also  does  the  same  she  cuts  them  out  and  

pastes  them  on  the  walls  of  her  room . Herr  Liszt  the  tutor  of  Gretel  and  Bruno  asks  

Gretel  to  read  an  excerpt  from  the  book  which  stated  that  “  The  Jew  corrupted  us  

through  bad  books , he  mocked  our  literature  and  music , everywhere  his  influence  was  

destructive ” (The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 0:59:00) . The  transition  of  Gretel  becomes  

evident  here  and  she  learns  what  she  is  being  taught , without  any  critical  insight . In  the  

movie  The  Book  Thief   there  is  a  book  burning  ceremony  in  the  middle  of  the  town  

where  all  the  books  written  by  non- Aryans  are  being  burned  the  General  says “ this  is  

to  free  ourselves  from  the  intellectual  dirt ” ( The  Book  Thief , 0:27:33 ). The  intellectual  

dirt  here  has  both  physical  and  psychological  aspects  here  the  image  of  burning  books  

by  non - Aryans  reinforces  the  ideology  here  that  the  works  by  them  are  filthy  they  are  

not  meant  to  be  read . Hitler  didn’t  only  preach  the  anti-Jewish  sentiments  amongst  the  

masses  but  reinforced  it  through  images  as  well  in  order  to  create  a  deeper  impact  on  

psychology  of  masses through  mental  and  emotional  justification . Susan  Sontag  states  that 
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“ Photographs  lay  down  routes  of  reference  and  serve  as  totems  of  causes : sentiment  is  

more  likely  to  crystallize  around  a  photograph  than  a  verbal  slogan ” (Sontag , 76) . 

 In  the  movie  The  Book  Thief , there  are  air  raids  over  the  town ; the  narrator  

Death  comments “ while  10,000  souls  hid  their  heads  in  fear  and  trembled . One  Jew  

thanked  God  for  the  stars  that  blessed  his  eyes ” ( The  Book  Thief , 1:29:31 ) . In  this  

scene  the  image  of  Max , a  Jew  is  presented  as  happy  and  liberated . Here  Max  is  

presented  as  physically  free  since  he  is  no  longer  hiding  himself  in  the  basement  and  

psychologically  too  since  he  is  no  longer  thinking  about  the  German  soldiers . The  image  

portrayed  before  the  viewers  is  totally  opposite  to  the  scenario  prevailing ; the  primal  

concern  at  this  juncture  for  the  Jews  was to  save  their  lives  from  the  military . The  

image  of  Max  here  is  not  the  actual  portrayal  of  reality . The  impact  of  Hitler  was  

damaging  to  the  psychology  and  under  such  terror  stricken  environment  it  was  impossible  

for  a  Jew  to  liberate  his  mindset  to  the  conditions  which  they  were  subjected  to . The  

ideology  was  clearly  propagated  of  Jews  as  others . The  image  of  Max  here  is  presented , 

as  tranquility  experienced  by  a  human  being  whereas  the  other  side  of  reality  is  that  the  

soldiers  have  taken  over  the  streets  and  even  the  Germans  are  not  sure  whether  they  

will  live  or  die  because  of  continuous  air  raids , the  houses  have  been  evacuated  and  

Germans  have  been  moved  to  safer  places  in  this  scenario  where  the  fine  lines  between  

life  and  death  are  almost  blurred , Max  a  Jew  shown  in  completely  different  context . 

Thus  there  is  a  contradiction  between  the  prevailing  scenario  and  the  image  projection . 

Walter  Benjamin  states  that “ the  film  industry  is  trying  hard  to  spur  the  interest  of  the  

masses  through  illusion  promoting  spectacles  and  dubious  speculations ” . 
      In  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas ; Lieutenant  Kotler  who  is  eighteen  

years  old  is  seen  reading  a  newspaper  and  Gretel  who  is  twelve  years  old  can  be  seen  

cutting  out  pictures  from  the  newspaper . “ Immediately  after  Hitler  was  appointed  as  the  

chancellor  of  Germany  on  Jan  30 , 1933 ; the  Nazis  kick  started  the  systematic  destruction  

of  free  press , beginning  with  the  expulsion  of  anyone  who  did  not  tout  the  party  line  

from  journalistic  activities  and  on  October  4 , 1933  the  Reich  Press  Chief  Otto  Dietrich  

helped  formulate  and  passed  the  editorial  control  law  which  passed  all  remaining  press  

under  government  control  and  banned  any  non – Aryan  and  undesirable  from  participating  

in  the  journalistic  activities ” . In  one  of  the  scenes  in  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  

Pyjamas , Pavel  an  old  age  Jew  accidentally  spills  wine  on  the  table  to  which  Lieutenant  

Kotler  drags  him  out  of  the  dining  room  and  beats  him  brutally  and  no  one  objects , 

later  when  Bruno  asks  when  will  Pavel  return  his  twelve  year  old  sister  Gretel  replies  “ 
Never ! The  Jew  deserved  it ” ( The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 0:55:09 ). This  instance  

is  the  evidence  how  the  images  affected  the  viewer  and  his  ideology ; Gretel  shows  no  

signs  of  sympathy  with  the  Jews . It’s  evident  how  the  ideology  travels  from  the  

newspaper  to  the  houses  and  becomes  the center  point  of  discussion . In  the  movie  The  

Book  Thief , Liesel  secretly  brings  a  newspaper  for  Max  a  Jew , after  going  through  the  

initial  pages  he  shows  an  expression  of  disgust  about  what  was  being  portrayed  in  the  

newspaper . In  another  scene  Franz  Deutscher  who  represents  the  Nazi  ideal  in  the  movie  

could  be  seen  as  shouting  enthusiastically  as “ England  declared  war  on  the  US ” (The  

Book  Thief , 0:51:31)  with  newspaper  in  his  hand ; this  instance  brings  into  limelight  how  

war  was  valorized . An  important  question  arises  here “ what  is  the  purpose  of  war  
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photography . Is  it  to  inform  the  public  or  to  provide  morale  to  troops  and  the  home  

public ” . The  Kristallnacht  that  is  The  Night  of  the  Broken  Glass  in  this  incident  all  the  

glasses  of  Jews  shops  were  broken  down ; this  instance  is  aptly  portrayed  in  the  movie  

The  Book  Thief  the  image  presented  is  of  armed  German  soldiers  proudly  marching  

before  the  destroyed  shops  of  Jews , the  image  presented  before  the  Germans  is  that  

these  practices  would  revive  Germany ; journalists  from  other  countries  were  barred  from  

taking  the  images “ Anton  Cellar , American  tourist  of  Hamden , was  arrested  while  trying  

to  take  such  pictures  although  he  was  soon  released ” . On  one  hand  Nazi  newspapers  

were  showcasing  the  victory  of  Aryan  race  by  destroying  the  property  of  Jews  and  in  

The  New  York  Times  dated  11 , 1938  it  was  published “ Nazi  Smash , Loot  and  Burn  

Jewish  Shops  and  Temples  Until  Goebbels  Calls  Halt ” . It  wasn’t  the  scenario  that  Nazis  

were  blindfolded  about  the  treatment  of  Jews ; but  the  ideology  of “ Us  and  Them ”  
detached  themselves  completely  from  the  Jews . “ Due  to  censorship  and  embedding , it  

has  become  nothing  more  than  a  propaganda  staged  and  altered  shots  are  created  in  

order  to  show  the  military  in  a  positive  light , therefore  limiting  the  offence  to  the  

viewing  public ” .  
      The  General  in  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas  along  with  other  

military  members  is  showcasing  a  film  with  Bruno  an  eight  year  old  peeping  in  through  

the  window . The  captions  below  the  images  in  the  movie  read  as  “ at  the  end  of  the  

day  the  centrally  located  café  is  the  ideal  place  for  friends  and  families  to  join  together  

for  a  hearty  and  nutritious  meal . The  children  in  particular  enjoy  the  pastries  and  cakes  

on  offer . In  the  evenings  the  occasional  music  concerts  other  recreations  include  pottery , 

cookery , art , horticulture . Almost  any  activity  one  could  wish  for  is  available  within  the  

camp ” ( The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 1:01:59) . This  film  on  concentration  camps  was  

made  to  be  showcased  before  the  German  masses . Eight  year  old  Bruno  feels  proud  of  

the  good  work  his  father  was  heading  in  the  concentration  camps , he  gives  an  

overwhelming  expression  after  watching  the  film  whereas  the  reality  was  stark  opposite  

to  it ; the  Jews  were  made  to  do  labour  throughout  the  day  and  the  ones  who  were  unfit  

or  old  were  killed  inside  the  gas  chambers . Bruno  while  having  a  word  with  Shmuel ( a  

Jew  inside  the  concentration  camp)  says  that “ I  saw  a  film  about  the  camp , it  looked  so  

nice ” ( The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 1:05:54 ) . The  image  of  the  concentration  camp  

presented  by  the  military  is  opposite  to  the  actual  image  of  the  camp . Susan  Sontag  says 

“ with  the  advent  of  TV , the  possibilities  for  doctoring  or  electronically  manipulating  the  

pictures  are  greater  than  ever ” (Sontag , 52) . 

      In  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas  the  Jews  can  be  seen  as  wearing  

striped  pyjamas  to  which  Bruno  asks  Shmuel  “ why  do  you  people  wear  pyjamas  all  

day? ” ( The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 0:39:59 ) to  which  Shmuel  replies “ we  have  to  

they  took  all  our  clothes  away ” ( The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas , 0:41:00 ) . The  image  

Hitler  wanted  to  project  was  that  all  Jews  are  alike  eliminating  the  concept  of  a  good  

Jew  and  a  bad  Jew  thus  dissolving  their  identities . The  image  of  Jews  in  stripped  

pyjamas  was  also  to  inculcate  the  feeling  of  otherness  towards  them  all  these  images  

were  circulated  to  manipulate  the  ideology  of  the  masses . 

      In  the  movie  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas  an  image  is  shown  where  Bruno  

and  Shmuel  are  playing  chess , Bruno  on  one  side  of  the  fence  and  Shmuel  on  another . 
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The  image  evokes  an  environment  of  tranquility , the  boundaries  dissolving  between  a  

Jew  and  Nazi , the  only  boundary  that  exists  between  the  two  is  a  physical  one  that is  

the  fence . Soldiers  being  absent  from  the  scene . The  image  of  the  friendship  between  

Shmuel  and  Bruno  is  an  evoked  one  and  not  the  actual  portrayal  of  reality . The  Nazi  

children  were  taught  that  Jews  were  poisonous  whereas  in  this  particular  image  Bruno  

doesn’t  see  any  difference  between  himself  and  Shmuel  except  his  stripped  pjyamas . The  

scenario  that  prevailed  was  of  terror  and  unease ; such  an  image  distorts  the  viewers  

from  reality . Sarah  James  states  that  “ paradoxically  photography   is  a  medium  so  

intrinsically  attached  to  the  real  had  become  utterly  trapped  in  that  deconstructionists  

deconstruction  of  the  relation  between  representation  and  reality ” . Similarly  there  is  a  

scene  in  the  movie  The  Book  Thief  where  Liesel  and  Rudy  are  sitting  near  the  lakeside  

and  they  are  expressing  their  hatred  towards  Hitler ; together  they  shout  “ Hitler  is  a  

monkey’s  ass ! Stick  you  Hitler ! ” ( The  Book  Thief , 1:41:57 ) . This  image  on  screen  of  

airing  ones  hatred  openly  towards  Hitler  is  not  an  actual  portrayal  of  reality  since  the  

masses  were  very  much  aware  of  the  consequences  of  going  against  Hitler . This  image  

presented  before  the  viewers  is  not  an  actual  portrayal  of  reality  rather  a  modulated  one ; 

not  giving  an  actual  insight  of  terror  and  violence  ridden  environment  where  the  

influence  was  such  that  it  almost  blocked  ones  capacity  to  think  and  analyse . 

       The  movies  The  Book  Thief  and  The  Boy  in  the  Striped  Pyjamas  aptly  reinforces  

Susan  Sontag’s  point  of  view  about  the  role  of  images  and  how  they  act  as  a  

counterpart  in  framing  the  social  and  decision  making  biases . In  these  movies  the  images  

play  a  role  of  catalyst  in  propagating  Hitler’s  ideology  misleading  the  masses  and  

making  them  believe  in  the  superiority  of  Aryans  and  also  justifying  the  brutality  

towards  the  Jews . Also  the  movies  evokes  certain  images  which  were  totally  opposite  to  

the  scenario  which  prevailed  during  the  Holocaust  thus  serving  the  purpose  of  invoking  

thought  in  viewers .  
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