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Background: A reassuringly pernicious flaw in the fabric of autocratic regimes is the disconnect 
that can emerge between those in power and those they rule [1]. In the absence of regular, free-and-
fair elections, the legitimacy and self-confidence of these regimes must rely instead on whatever 
insight their internal security and political cadres can discern. Yet such insight is fraught with bias. 
Loyal apparatchiks – keen to curry favour and advance their own positions – have a vested interest 
in reassuring the leadership of popular support even when this is thin on the ground. In contrast, 
those delivering more balanced but less welcome news, may find this dismissed as inaccurate, 
heretical or dangerously subversive [2]. 

At the same time, a ‘spiral of silence’ can suppress public disclosure of popular disillusion or 
discontent, even when this has not been actively discouraged, suppressed or outlawed [3]. Indeed, 
self-censorship alone can subvert any measures autocracies might take to gauge or demonstrate 
public opinion [4], including continuing to hold ostensibly democratic elections and plebiscites (as 
Nazi Germany did up until 1938) – rendering the results of these polls inherently untrustworthy or, 
quite literally, incredible. Germany’s 1938 election, for example, delivered a turnout of 99.6%, with 
99.1% in favour of the only candidates allowed on the ballot, these being: “the list of [candidates 
approved by] our Führer, Adolf Hitler” (see Figure 1) [5]. 

 
Figure 1. Ballot paper for the 1938 plebiscite and Reichstag election which took place in Germany and 
Austria, following the Anschluss. The question reads: “Do you approve of the reunification of Austria with 
the German Reich accomplished on 13 March 1938 and do you vote for the list of our Führer, Adolf Hitler?”. 

Measuring the genuine opinions of populations subject to autocratic rule therefore offers a 
tantalising opportunity for adversaries to exploit any unacknowledged weaknesses in popular 
support by assessing the morale and loyalty of those required (and relied upon) to do the regime’s 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and 
contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting 
from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 11 November 2024 doi:10.20944/preprints202411.0711.v1

©  2024 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202411.0711.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 2 

 

bidding [6]. This is what lay behind Geoffrey Pyke’s 1939 attempt to gauge what ordinary Germans 
thought about the Nazis – and about the prospect of war with Britain, France and Russia. Without 
the formal support or backing of officials in Whitehall, Pyke – who John Desmond Bernal FRS 
described as “one of the most ingenious and original minds I know” – concocted an audacious and 
breathtakingly simple scheme to persuade Germany’s leaders that they lacked the popular support 
required for war. 

‘Maudsley’, OpSec and tradecraft: In 1938, with the threat of another European war looming, 
Pyke set out to recruit German-speaking ‘conversationalists’ who would be willing to visit Germany 
and record the views of ordinary Germans whilst posing as tourists – a freelance operation 
nonetheless organised in great secrecy under the codename ‘Maudsley’. 

Pyke had previous form in this regard, having travelled to Germany on a false passport in 1914 
to document the views of ordinary Germans for the Daily Chronicle (through ad hoc conversations, 
and by eavesdropping) only to be swiftly arrested by the authorities and held in Ruhleben internment 
camp before escaping and making his way back to England in 1915 (and to some acclaim, being the 
first British citizen to enter and leave Germany during the course of the Great War) [7]. 

Paying close attention to the technical innovations pioneered by Gallup’s American Institute of 
Public Opinion (which had been founded just three years before, in 1935) [8], Pyke carefully crafted 
the wording and sequence of the questions his pollsters would ask (see Figure 2, overleaf); and gave 
considerable thought to the range of respondents they should approach in order to ensure that the 
views they recorded would accurately reflect those of the population as a whole. 

Recognising that evidencing his survey’s validity would be critical to its utility in the subsequent 
influence operations he had in mind – which included persuading President Roosevelt to broadcast 
the survey’s results – Pyke even arranged for five of his ‘conversationalists’ to operate independently 
in the same city for several days (and unbeknownst to one another) to evaluate (and demonstrate) 
the comparability and consistency of their findings. Meanwhile, the suitability of potential pollsters 
was independently (and anonymously) assessed by a respected German refugee (Rolfe Rünkel – 
operating under the alias “Professor Higgins”) – who was tasked with vetting each of the applicants 
and ensuring they could accurately recall not only the questions (which they were required to slip 
into the conversations they struck up with ordinary Germans), but also the answers to each of these 
questions (which would need to be written down afterwards, and in private – often only by retreating 
to the rest room of a nearby bar or restaurant). Instructed by Pyke to conform to the popular and 
affectionate German caricature of the eccentric and comfort-obsessed English tourist abroad, Pyke’s 
amateur pollsters had an unforeseen advantage over their professional counterparts. The necessity 
of concealing their true identities and intentions gave them licence to contrive a level of rapport that 
appeared to have substantially attenuated any recourse to response bias or the vagaries of self-
censorship. Indeed, when sharing their views and opinions with these amiable foreigners, it is clear 
that Pyke’s instructions had a disarming effect on a good many of the Germans they approached – 
making them much more willing to share what they actually thought (see Figure 3). 

1.      Do you learn anything from the British News Broadcasts in German 
either 

directly or indirectly (through friends)? 

2.      Do you sympathise with the Nazi’s treatment of: 
(a) the Jews. 
(b) the Churches 

3.      Would you like the right to organise your own lives in your own 
organisations 

such as schools, work councils, Trade Unions, Co-Operative societies, etc? 

4.a.   Do you think there is a Volksgemeinschaft [classless national community] 
in Germany? 
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4.b. Do you think the Nazi government treats the workers and their families in the 
same way as the rich? 

5.a.  Do you think that the conquest of further territory by Hitler is worth a war? 

5.b. Are you including the colonies in this? 

6. Do you think Hitler is more likely to get what he wants from Churchill rather than 
Chamberlain? 

7. Should England stand up to any further territorial demands by Hitler? 

8.  If there is a war, do you want Hitler to win? 

9. Do you think that Germany can win a war against: 
 (a) Britain, France and Poland? 
 (b) Britain, France, Poland and Russia? 
10. If Hitler were no longer Fuehrer do you think that Germany would go Communist? 

Figure 2. Verbatim reproduction of the sequence of questions Pyke devised for his 1939 survey of 
German public opinion. 

“My last contact that evening was with a schoolmaster, aged 35. He drew my attention in a small 

cafe because at that time there was a certain amount of Nazi propaganda being broadcast on the 

wireless and also that young lady he was proprietoress of this café, was x trying to convert me over 

to Nazism. I drew up my chair to his corner and, seeing that he was looking very pessimistic, I 

spoke to him about things in general and discovered that he was a secondary schoolmaster living 

at Wiesbaden who was very much in disagreement with the present government and its policy. 

He told me that he listened in to all foreign news bulletins that he could and that he did not 

sympathise at all with the Nazis’ treatment of the churches and the Jews. He thought it a very bad 

thing that individual bodies were not allowed now in Germany to organise their own lives, and 

especially he mentioned that somewhat invidious position of a schoolmaster who not politically 

a firebrand had yet to instil into the children’s mind political dogma xx with which he had little 

or perhaps no sympathy whatsoever. He was quite sure that the Nazi government treated 

workmen and their families farworse than they treated the rich, and that the mere idea of a 

Volksgemeinschaft was too laughable for words. He also went on to say that no conquest of 

territory by Hitler would be worth a war, although he realised the danger of personal ambition in 

Hitler’s mind which might plunge country willy nilly into war… If there was a war he certainly 

did not want Hitler to win and he was very pessimistic in his outlook on the result of any war for 

Germany…” 

Figure 3. Verbatim excerpt from the typed transcript of notes made by one of Pyke’s 
‘conversationalist-interviewers’. 

Findings: Although Pyke’s 10 amateur pollsters managed to complete 232 interviews in 14 cities 
during their first 2 weeks in Germany (keeping in touch with Pyke through coded postcards sent to 
a range of third-party addresses in the UK; see Figure 4) the success of the scheme was overtaken by 
events when – on 21st August 1939 – they witnessed first-hand the dramatic shift in public opinion 
that took place when news leaked of the impending Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (see Figure 5). Forced 
to abandon any further survey work, they were lucky to escape home before the outbreak of war. 
Undeterred, Pyke promptly wrote up and circulated a summary of his survey’s findings – which 
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suggested that a good many of the Germans his ‘conversationalists’ had spoken to were far from 
supportive of the Nazi’s policies and territorial ambitions (see Figure 6). 

 
Figure 4. One of the postcards sent by Pyke’s ‘conversationalist-interviewers’, containing the word 
“interesting” to confirm that they were finding sufficient numbers of Germans willing to talk with 
them. 

“While I was sitting talking to him […] a man came into the room in a completely drunken 

condition and collapsed on the xxx sofa next to me. 

‘I’m drunk!’ he announced gratuitously, ‘And the reason is the news that has come through 

tonight. When I heard it, I could hardly believe it. I felt stunned with amazement. But isn’t it 

marvellous? Isn’t it perfect?. Now there will be no war. England and France will never dare to fight 

Germany without Russia’s help. I was in the last war, and I never want to see another.’ 

My host agreed, saying that it was a relief to know that there could now be no question of 

hostilities.” 

Figure 5. Verbatim excerpt from the typed transcript of notes made by one of Pyke’s 
‘conversationalist-interviewers’, recounting the dramatic shift in public opinion when news broke of 
the impending Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. 
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Figure 6. Unweighted responses to each of the survey’s 10 (14) questions. 

Pyke then worked tirelessly to adapt his scheme to the changed situation in Europe: 
 one of several ideas being to involve US citizens (who, as neutrals, would still have been able to 

travel freely to, and within, Germany); 
 another being to import German-language newspapers for subsequent analysis (an idea rejected 

by HMG’s Board of Trade, who were worried about the cost in terms of scarce foreign currency); 
and, 

 perhaps the most inspired of all, the notion of dispatching foreign hairdressers via Switzerland 
(an idea that sprang to mind, unsurprisingly, whilst having his hair cut by a Russian barber – 
one of many who had worked in Germany and spoke fluent German). 
Despite the tangible merits of these ideas, the truth of the matter was that once the Phoney War 

was over and the defeat of France took shape, few in HMG believed that evidence of lacklustre public 
support would persuade the Nazi leadership to suspend hostilities – and not least while they were 
winning on the battlefield, and popular support for the regime approached its zenith. 

Nonetheless, the legacy of Pyke’s unique experiment in covert sentiment analysis is evident in 
the enduring relevance of audience analysis, the human terrain, and ‘the will to fight’ in all 
subsequent conflicts to this day [9]. It also offers an under-explored insight into the elusive possibility 
of peace in 1939; and the paucity of popular support for the Nazi’s domestic and international policies 
on the eve of the Second World War. 
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