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Sealed within the fortress walls of rigid consistency,  

we can be impervious to the sieges of reason.  

Robert Cialdini, 2001 

  

 In the 1993 motion picture Swing Kids, the powerful impact of cognitive dissonance on an 

individual's acceptance of a persuasive appeal and subsequent behaviors is explored through the eyes of 

three youth during the rise of the Nazi regime. Political resistance takes many forms, and in this case, 

the movie details the story of a youth movement against the outrages and excesses of the Nazi 

movement. Swing music (a new form of jazz) and the attendant youth culture represented a threat to 

those in power. According to Guido Fackler in the article Swing Kids Behind Barbed Wire the rise of the 

Nazi regime was experienced by German youth as a "massive restriction of personal freedom" against 

which they "rebelled . . . with jazz and swing, which stood for a love of life, self-determination, non-

conformism, freedom, independence, liberalism and nationalism."  

 Against this backdrop, viewers are introduced to three friends: Arvid, an aspiring musician with a 

clubfoot which limits some of his physical activities and leaves him precariously placed in the so-called 

Master race; Peter, a young man with hopes of pursuing an engineering degree and who lives with his 

little brother, an unbalanced grandmother and his widowed mother who holds a factory job but is faced 

with difficult compromises to ensure food, shelter and safety for her family; and Thomas, a son of 

economic privilege and status, though (as well be seen) born into an unhappy and distant family.   

 The story unfolds rapidly, a curious mixture of youthful optimism, hope, and a mild rebellion 

that rapidly becomes all too serious with life-altering consequences. They are pitted against a powerful 

machine of propaganda, persuasive appeals, skewed information, fear-based control tactics, mob 

mentality and the undertow of fear. The boys struggle to reconcile the inconsistencies of who they 

believed themselves to be with the reality of who they are becoming as the weight of the Nazi regime 

http://holocaustmusic.ort.org/politics-and-propaganda/third-reich/swing-kids-behind-barbed-wire/
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settles ever more heavily on them. Each difficult decision, each previously unthinkable action when the 

boys go against earlier held beliefs, causes distress, known as cognitive dissonance.  

 According to Harmon-Jones, "cognitive inconsistency of sufficient magnitude will evoke an 

aversive emotional state--dissonance--that drives cognitive work aimed at reducing the cognitive 

inconsistency" (2220, p. 100). In short, to reduce the discomfort of the dissonance, each boy must either 

buck the system to remain true to self, or change an attitude, behavior, belief or value to better align 

with the new self-perception.  Throughout the movie, we see many examples of when each boy either 

gives in or resists the Nazi regime's persuasive appeal -- the changes are often subtle, at first, but open 

the door to further crucial decision points, where each boy has the option of resisting or giving in. 

 After his brush with the law, Peter gives in to joining the Hitlerjugend (HJ), previously an 

unacceptable choice to him. He does so in response to his mother's fear for the family's safety, not an 

unreasonable fear given that her late husband was suspected of Communism and suffered at the hands 

of Nazi interrogators. Peter, through his theft of the radio, is well aware that he has placed his family in 

a perilous position. Additionally, the local Gestapo Herr Knopp, called upon to intervene on Peter's 

behalf by Frau Muller, tells Peter of his own fatherless boyhood and how inclusion in the Nazi party 

helped heal that loss, representing involvement in the HJ in a positive light that can help make up for 

other life losses. In a later scene, as the movie draws nearer the climax, Peter resists the persuasive 

appeal of Nazi power when he calls out Herr Knopp's hypocrisy (and by extension the elite of the 

regime) during the dinner scene, naming the delicacies and wines representative of the peoples and 

races the Nazi regime has claimed to be unfit, impure, unclean. He quotes the HJ propaganda verbatim 

to Herr Knopp, who attempts to save face by acknowledging that the Fuhrer was correct that Germany's 

future truly lay in the hands of the HJ. The scene ends with Peter's mother slapping Peter as he 

challenges her choice in a possible stepfather. 
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 Thomas gives in to the HJ's persuasive appeal to publicly report suspicious activities or 

denounce suspected traitors. The strength of this persuasive appeal is two-fold: first, it is a public 

commitment and second, it is done of one's own accord. According to Cialdini, if someone can be 

persuaded to "make a commitment, the stage is set for . . . automatic and ill-considered consistency 

with the earlier commitment" (2001, p. 61).  In Thomas's case, he reports his father to the authorities. 

The point at which this occurs in the movie is important: the discomfort level between who Thomas was 

and who he is becoming has grown strong, and needs to be reduced. Harmon-Jones reports that 

"dissonance reduction will be aimed at altering the cognition least resistant to change" (2002, p. 100). In 

Thomas' case, his father's apparent scorn and disdain for Thomas probably made it far easier to report 

his father as there would have been few guilty pangs about betraying a member of one's own family 

from whom he was already estranged. The public report also solidified his social inclusion into the HJ. 

Thomas resists during the movie's climax, when he stops throttling Peter and tells him to run so he 

won't be caught and sent to a youth work camp. Thomas further resists at the movie's end when Peter is 

loaded onto the flatbed truck to be transported to the youth work camp and he holds out his arm, 

shouting "Swing Heil!" 

 Arvid, a sensitive and talented musician, foreshadows his sense of alienation in the opening 

scenes when Peter and Thomas run ahead of him, and he follows behind at a limp, shouting "Wait for 

me!"  The relationship between the boys grows more tense over time as Arvid steadfastly resists the  

influence of the Nazi regime, challenging Peter and Thomas to think more critically about what is 

happening to them since joining the HJ. Arvid is the visible picture of bold resistance, and he pays for it, 

over and over again. A particularly courageous act of resistance is when Arvid learns to play with only 

two fingers after HJ youth stomped on his hand repeatedly for being a "cripple" and daring to listen to 

and play forbidden music. When Arvid finally gives in to the persuasive messages of his worthlessness 

and alienation from society based on his physical disability and his personal beliefs, it is through an act 
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of suicide. Yet even Arvid's violent repudiation of the Nazi propaganda is unable to completely wake 

Peter and Thomas from foggy compromise and turning a blind eye to what is happening around them 

and to them. 

 Booth-Butterfield and Welbourne can help make sense of the differences in each boy's critical 

thinking patterns and reactions to the persuasive appeals embodied in the Nazi propaganda. Whereas 

Arvid clearly engaged in central route processing, by "careful scrutiny of the messages" (2002, p. 157), 

Thomas and Peter have engaged in "less thoughtful processing . . . relying on cues or heuristics . . .  

unrelated to the actual merits of the message" (2002, p. 156). Thomas, the weakest critical thinker, has 

been particularly susceptible to peripheral processes: the flags, ceremonies, social inclusion, and 

unexpected perks of HJ membership. Peter has been less amenable, but when faced with the rewards 

his family could receive through his compliance (better food, vacations, protection), he chooses to 

comply. 

 An important point raised by Booth-Butterfield and Welbourne is that attitudes created by 

peripheral processing routes are not as strong as those created by the central route (2002, p. 159), 

meaning people should be more receptive to persuasive counter-attempts. While Arvid's methods did 

not resonate with Peter and Thomas, both boys had moments of crisis in which they "woke up" to the 

reality of what was going on and what they were becoming. Peter's moment of crisis was particularly 

poignant, when he opened the package to find a wedding ring in a box of ashen human remains. While it 

could be argued that Peter's decision to attend the forbidden night club dance scene was a form of 

suicide, I think it points to the extent to which he has now begun centrally processing the information, 

considering the Nazi messages and comparing that to the resistance message in his father's letter, read 

to him by Frau Linge, after his crisis of conscience. He thought and then he acted in a manner that 

reduced the discomfort of his cognitive dissonance, although it would certainly increase his physical 

discomfort, and perhaps result in his death. 
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