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Preface to the Sixth Edition

A s we look back on the 27 years since the first edition of Propaganda 
and Persuasion appeared, there have been significant developments in 

the field of propaganda studies. The level of interest in propaganda among 
scholars in many academic fields, including communication, political sci-
ence, history, sociology, psychology, popular culture, and more specialized 
fields such as film, television, and social media studies, has increased sub-
stantially. It seems as if the concept of propaganda and its very ubiquity in 
the world has finally alerted scholars to examine how within their own areas 
of specialization techniques of propaganda have been used and are being 
used to shape human beliefs and behavior. This book was written to help 
readers understand what propaganda is, how it has shaped events through-
out history, how to approach an analysis of it, and how to differentiate it 
from persuasion.

Over the years throughout subsequent editions, we have attempted to 
improve this book by making changes suggested by the many readers and 
teachers who have used this volume. Consequently, we have related our 
model of propaganda to the historical and narrative parts of this book, espe-
cially the four case studies. We also made changes to reflect how a propa-
ganda case study can be structured to reveal the components of a campaign. 
This allows for a greater degree of comparison of strengths and weaknesses 
across different types of campaigns. This also assists students and interested 
readers in evaluating the relative success of propaganda strategies.

It is our clearly stated purpose in this book to provide the reader with a 
systematic introduction to the complex world of propaganda. We view pro-
paganda as form of communication and believe that an understanding of 
information and persuasion is necessary to comprehending what the charac-
teristics of propaganda are and how it works as a communication process. 
We cannot hope to cover the full range of propaganda activities, but our 
principal objective is to create a framework that will give the reader a way 
of analyzing the many strategies employed. While our analytical matrix is by 
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no means the only way to examine propaganda, it has been gratifying to us 
that every year we receive messages from scholars and interested readers 
who have used this model. We will continue to strive to enhance the matrix 
and its applicability. As usual, we encourage and welcome comments from 
our readers.

The Internet and the variety and significance of social media as a dis-
seminator of propaganda cannot be ignored, and we have incorporated this 
wherever it is relevant throughout the book. The four case studies have been 
retained and updated in this edition because they are very relevant, not only 
to past and contemporary culture, but also to the study of propaganda 
campaigns.

The world of propaganda remains as fascinating as ever, and our students 
respond to the subject as eagerly as they have in the past. It is our hope that 
in a world in which communication flows so easily from such a wide variety 
of sources, students will use this book to help them search for a way through 
the morass to allow them to make intelligent decisions for themselves.

New to This Edition

The sixth edition reflects changes due to increasing use of social media 
throughout the world, the revolutions in the Mideast, and the threat of ter-
rorism everywhere. It also has updated research material on persuasion and 
an expansion of collective memory as it appears in new memorials and 
monuments. There are new photographs and current examples of propa-
ganda, especially the ways in which it is disseminated via the Internet, 
throughout the book.
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1
What Is Propaganda, and How 

Does It Differ From Persuasion?

Propaganda is a form of communication that attempts to achieve a response that 
furthers the desired intent of the propagandist. Persuasion is interactive and 
attempts to satisfy the needs of both persuader and persuadee. A model of propa-
ganda depicts how elements of informative and persuasive communication may be 
incorporated into propagandistic communication, thus distinguishing propaganda 
as a specific class of communication. References are made to past theories of 
rhetoric that indicate propaganda has had few systematic theoretical treatments 
prior to the 20th century. Public opinion and behavioral change can be affected by 
propaganda.

P ropaganda has been studied as history, journalism, political science, 
sociology, and psychology, as well as from an interdisciplinary perspec-

tive. To study propaganda as history is to examine the practices of propagan-
dists as events and the subsequent events as possible effects of propaganda. 
To consider propaganda as journalism is to understand how news manage-
ment or “spin” shapes information, emphasizing positive features and down-
playing negative ones, casting institutions in a favorable light. To examine 
propaganda in the light of political science is to analyze the ideologies of the 
practitioners and the dissemination and impact of public opinion. To 
approach propaganda as sociology is to look at social movements and the 
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counterpropaganda that emerges in opposition. To investigate propaganda as 
psychology is to determine its effects on individuals. Propaganda is also 
viewed by some scholars as inherent thought and practice in mass culture. 
Another trend that draws on most of these allied fields is the study of propa-
ganda as a purveyor of ideology and, to this end, is largely a study of how 
dominant ideological meanings are constructed within the mass media 
(Burnett, 1989, pp. 127–137). Ethnographic research is one way to determine 
whether the people on the receiving end accept or resist dominant ideological 
meanings.

This book approaches the study of propaganda as a type of communication. 
Persuasion, another category of communication, is also examined. The terms 
propaganda and persuasion have been used interchangeably in the literature on 
propaganda, as well as in everyday speech. Propaganda employs persuasive 
strategies, but it differs from persuasion in purpose. A communication approach 
to the study of propaganda enables us to isolate its communicative variables, to 
determine the relationship of message to context, to examine intentionality,  
to examine the responses and responsibilities of the audience, and to trace the 
development of propagandistic communication as a process.

We believe there is a need to evaluate propaganda in a contemporary 
context free from value-laden definitions. Our objectives are (a) to provide 
a concise examination of propaganda and persuasion, (b) to examine the 
role of propaganda as an aspect of communication studies, and (c) to ana-
lyze propaganda as part of social, religious, and political systems throughout 
history and contemporary times.

Propaganda Defined

Propaganda, in the most neutral sense, means to disseminate or promote 
particular ideas. In Latin, it means “to propagate” or “to sow.” In 1622, the 
Vatican established the Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, meaning the 
sacred congregation for propagating the faith of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Because the propaganda of the Roman Catholic Church had as its intent 
spreading the faith to the New World, as well as opposing Protestantism, the 
word propaganda lost its neutrality, and subsequent usage has rendered the 
term pejorative. To identify a message as propaganda is to suggest something 
negative and dishonest. Words frequently used as synonyms for propaganda 
are lies, distortion, deceit, manipulation, mind control, psychological warfare, 
brainwashing, and palaver. Resistance to the word propaganda is illustrated 
by the following example. When the legendary film director John Ford 
assumed active duty as a lieutenant commander in the U.S. Navy and chief of 
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the Field Photographic Branch of the Office of Strategic Services during 
World War II, he was asked by his editor, Robert Parrish, if his film, The 
Battle of Midway, was going to be a propaganda film. After a long pause, 
Ford replied, “Don’t you ever let me hear you use that word again in my pres-
ence as long as you’re under my command” (Doherty, 1993, pp. 25–26). Ford 
had filmed the actual battle of Midway, but he also included flashbacks of an 
American family at home that implied that an attack on them was an attack 
on every American. Ford designed the film to appeal to the American people 
to strengthen their resolve and belief in the war effort, but he resisted the idea 
of making films for political indoctrination. According to our definition, The 
Battle of Midway was a white propaganda film, for it was neither deceitful 
nor false, the source was known, but it shaped viewer perceptions and fur-
thered the desired intent of the filmmaker to vilify the enemy and encourage 
American patriotism.

The British Library installed an exhibition of historic and contemporary 
propaganda in 2013. Nick Higham, reporting on the exhibit for the British 
Broadcasting Company (BBC), said,

Propaganda has a bad name. It is what repressive regimes use to glorify their 
leaders, motivate their citizens and demonise their enemies. It is about lies and 
distortion, manipulation and misrepresentation. But it is also, according to the 
British Library, about alerting people to the risks of disease, about making sure 
children learn how to cross the road safely and about building a perfectly 
legitimate sense of common purpose among the citizens of a democracy. . . . It 
[the exhibit] includes banknotes, postage stamps, a display of model Eiffel 
Towers and Nelson’s Columns and a huge photographic blow-up of Mount 
Rushmore, illustrating the ways states use iconography and subliminal propa-
ganda to brand themselves and promote a sense of belonging and common 
purpose among the citizenry. (Higham, 2013)

Terms implying propaganda that have gained popularity today are spin and 
news management, referring to a coordinated strategy to minimize negative 
information and present in a favorable light a story that could be damaging to 
self-interests. Spin is often used with reference to the manipulation of political 
information; therefore, press secretaries and public relations officers are 
referred to as “spin doctors” when they attempt to launder the news (Kurtz, 
1998). Besides being associated with unethical, harmful, and unfair tactics, 
propaganda is also commonly defined as “organized persuasion” (DeVito, 
1986, p. 239). Persuasion differs from propaganda, as we will see later in this 
chapter, but the term is often used as a catch-all for suspicious rhetoric. 
Sproule (1994) references propaganda as organized mass persuasion with 
covert intent and poor or nonexistent reasoning: “Propaganda represents the 
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work of large organizations or groups to win over the public for special inter-
ests through a massive orchestration of attractive conclusions packaged to 
conceal both their persuasive purpose and lack of sound supporting reasons” 
(p. 8).

When the use of propaganda emphasizes purpose, the term is associated 
with control and is regarded as a deliberate attempt to alter or maintain a 
balance of power that is advantageous to the propagandist. Deliberate 
attempt is usually linked with a clear institutional ideology and objective. The 
purpose of propaganda is to convey an ideology to an audience with a related 
objective. Whether it is a government agency attempting to instill a massive 
wave of patriotism in a national audience to support a war effort, a terrorist 
network enlisting followers in a jihad, a military leader trying to frighten the 
enemy by exaggerating the strength of its army, a corporation pursuing a 
credible image to maintain its legitimacy among its clientele, or a company 
seeking to malign a rival to deter competition for its product, a careful and 
predetermined plan of prefabricated symbol manipulation is used to com-
municate an objective to an audience. That objective endeavors to reinforce 
or modify the attitudes, the behavior, or both of an audience.

Many scholars have grappled with a definition of the word propaganda. 
Jacques Ellul (1965, p. xv) focused on propaganda as technique itself (notably, 
psychological manipulation) that, in technological societies “has certain identi-
cal results,” whether it is used by communists or Nazis or Western democratic 
organizations. He regarded propaganda as sociological phenomena, not as 
something made or produced by people of intentions. Ellul contended that 
nearly all biased messages in society were propagandistic even when the biases 
were unconscious. He also emphasized the potency and pervasiveness of pro-
paganda. Because propaganda is instantaneous, he contended, it destroys one’s 
sense of history and disallows critical reflection. Yet Ellul believed that people 
need propaganda because we live in mass society. Propaganda, he said, enables 
us to participate in important events such as elections, celebrations, and 
memorials. With regard to wartime, he said, “Before the war, propaganda is a 
substitute for physical violence; during the war, it is a supplement to it” (p. x). 
Ellul believed that truth does not separate propaganda from “moral forms” 
because propaganda uses truth, half-truth, and limited truth. A similar state-
ment from British Labour politician Richard Crossman is that “The art of 
propaganda is not telling lies but rather seeing the truth you require and giving 
it mixed up with some truths the audience wants to hear” (Higham, 2013, p. 2). 
Leonard W. Doob, who defined propaganda in 1948 as “the attempt to affect 
the personalities and to control the behavior of individuals towards ends con-
sidered unscientific or of doubtful value in a society at a particular time”  
(p. 390), said in a 1989 essay that “a clear-cut definition of propaganda is 
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neither possible nor desirable” (p. 375). Doob rejected a contemporary defini-
tion of propaganda because of the complexity of the issues related to behavior 
in society and differences in times and cultures.

Both Ellul and Doob have contributed seminal ideas to the study of pro-
paganda, but we find Ellul’s magnitude and Doob’s resistance to definitions 
troublesome because we believe that to analyze propaganda, one needs to be 
able to identify it. A definition sets forth propaganda’s characteristics and 
aids our recognition of it.

Psychologists Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson (2001) wrote a book 
about propaganda for the purpose of informing Americans about propa-
ganda devices and psychological dynamics so that people will know “how 
to counteract their effectiveness” (p. xv). They regarded propaganda as the 
abuse of persuasion and recognized that propaganda is more than clever 
deception. In a series of case studies, they illustrated propaganda tactics such 
as withholding vital information, invoking heuristic devices, using meaning-
less association, and other strategies of questionable ethics. They defined 
propaganda as “mass ‘suggestion’ or influence through the manipulation of 
symbols and the psychology of the individual” (p. 11), thus emphasizing 
verbal and nonverbal communication and audience appeals.

Other scholars have emphasized the communicative qualities of propa-
ganda. Leo Bogart (1995), in his study of the U.S. Information Agency 
(USIA), focused on the propagandist as a sender of messages:

Propaganda is an art requiring special talent. It is not mechanical, scientific 
work. Influencing attitudes requires experience, area knowledge, and instinc-
tive “judgment of what is the best argument for the audience.” No manual can 
guide the propagandist. He must have “a good mind, genius, sensitivity, and 
knowledge of how that audience thinks and reacts.” (pp. 195–196)

(This quotation is from the original six-volume classified study of the 
USIA done in 1954 that Bogart’s work condenses. The study was released in 
abridged form in 1976, and the introduction to it was revised in 1995.)

Scholars have studied propaganda in specific institutions. Alex Carey 
(1997) regarded propaganda in the corporate world as “communications 
where the form and content is selected with the single-minded purpose of 
bringing some target audience to adopt attitudes and beliefs chosen in 
advance by the sponsors of the communications” (p. 20). Noam Chomsky, in 
his introduction to Carey’s collection of essays, said that Carey believed that 
“the twentieth century has been characterized by three developments of great 
political importance: the growth of democracy, the growth of corporate 
power, and the growth of corporate propaganda as a means of protecting 
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corporate power against democracy” (p. ix). Carey said that “commercial 
advertising and public relations are the forms of propaganda activity com-
mon to a democracy. . . . It is arguable that the success of business propa-
ganda in persuading us, for so long, that we are free from propaganda is one 
of the most significant propaganda achievements of the twentieth century” 
(pp. 14, 21). The 21st century technologically advanced societies convey pro-
paganda via marketing and fake grassroots techniques, according to Eliane 
Glaser. She said, “They emphasise the role of direct engagement with consum-
ers taking part in the marketing process, and they talk of two-way communi-
cations with consumers, which sounds very egalitarian. But what it really 
means is that consumers are now circulating entertaining viral adverts on 
Facebook and companies are using ‘Astroturf’ or fake grassroots techniques 
to create the appearance of a broad base of support for their product or mes-
sage” (Higham, 2013, p. 2).

Shawn J. Parry-Giles (2002), who studied the propaganda production of 
the Truman and Eisenhower Cold War operations, defined propaganda as 
“conceived of as strategically devised messages that are disseminated to 
masses of people by an institution for the purpose of generating action ben-
efiting its source” (p. xxvi). She indicated that

Truman and Eisenhower were the first two presidents to introduce and mobi-
lize propaganda as an official peacetime institution. In a “war of words,” 
propaganda acted as an integral component of the government’s foreign pol-
icy operation. To understand propaganda’s influence is to grasp the means by 
which America’s Cold War messages were produced and the overall impact 
that such strategizing had on the ideological constructions of the Cold War. 
(p. xvii)

Bertrand Taithe and Tim Thornton (2000) see propaganda as part of a 
historical tradition of pleading and convincing and therefore

as a form of political language, however, propaganda is always articulated 
around a system of truths and expresses a logic of exclusive representation. It 
is the purpose of propaganda to convince, to win over and to convert; it has 
therefore to be convincing, viable and truthful within its own remit. . . . The 
shaping of the term propaganda is also an indication of the way the political 
nation judges the manner in which political messages are communi-
cated. . . . Propaganda promotes the ways of the community as well as defining 
them. (pp. 2–4)

Recognizing how difficult it is to define propaganda, O’Shaughnessy 
(2004) devoted several pages to the term’s complexity. He recognized that 
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propaganda is a “co-production in which we are willing participants, it 
articulates the things that are half whispered internally” (p. 4). Further, he 
wrote, “Propaganda generally involves the unambiguous transmission of 
message . . . it is a complex conveyer of simple solutions” (p. 16).

Terence H. Qualter (1962) emphasized the necessity of audience adaptation: 
“Propaganda, to be effective, must be seen, remembered, understood, and acted 
upon . . .[and]  adapted to particular needs of the situation and the audience to 
which it is aimed” (p. xii). Influencing attitudes, anticipating audience reaction, 
adapting to the situation and audience, and being seen, remembered, under-
stood, and acted on are important elements of the communicative process.

Pratkanis and Turner (1996) defined the function of propaganda as 
“attempts to move a recipient to a predetermined point of view by using 
simple images and slogans that truncate thought by playing on prejudices and 
emotions” (p. 190). They separated propaganda from persuasion according 
to the type of deliberation used to design messages. Persuasion, they said, is 
based on “debate, discussion, and careful consideration of options” to dis-
cover “better solutions for complex problems,” whereas “propaganda results 
in the manipulation of the mob by the elite” (p. 191). These definitions vary 
from the general to the specific, sometimes including value judgments, some-
times folding propaganda into persuasion, but nearly always recognizing 
propaganda as a form of communication.

Jowett and O’Donnell’s Definition of Propaganda

The Internet and various forms of digital communication have significantly 
increased the dissemination of propaganda, thus it is especially important to 
understand what propaganda is and what its capabilities are. We seek to under-
stand and analyze propaganda by identifying its characteristics and to place it 
within communication studies to examine the qualities of context, sender, 
intent, message, channel, audience, and response. Furthermore, we want to 
clarify, as much as possible, the distinction between propaganda and persuasion 
by examining propaganda as a subcategory of persuasion, as well as informa-
tion. Our definition of propaganda focuses on the communication process—
most specifically, on the purpose of the process: Propaganda is the deliberate, 
systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct 
behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagan-
dist. Let’s examine the words of the definition to see what is precisely meant.

Deliberate. Deliberate is a strong word meaning “willful, intentional, and 
premeditated.” It implies a sense of careful consideration of all possibilities. 
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We use it because propaganda is carefully thought out ahead of time to select 
what will be the most effective strategy to promote an ideology and maintain 
an advantageous position.

Systematic. Systematic complements deliberate because it means “precise 
and methodical, carrying out something with organized regularity.” 
Governments and corporations establish departments or agencies specifi-
cally to create systematic propaganda. Although the general public is more 
aware of propaganda agencies during wartime, such agencies exist all the 
time, for they are essential. For example, as you will see in the case study 
“Big Pharma: Marketing Disease and Drugs” in Chapter 7, pharmaceutical 
companies wage massive advertising campaigns and engage in question-
able practices. Advertising campaigns, as discussed in Chapter 3, are forms 
of systematic propaganda. Political advertising campaigns, often very 
negative, are systematic before elections. They are expensive to produce for 
television, consequently, creative use of digital technologies have been 
used. The jihadist movement feeds the Internet with its ideology, recruit-
ment tactics, fund-raising, and training material via videos, e-mail, and 
various Web sites to systematically “obtain support from the Muslim com-
munity and to intimidate Western public opinion” (Torres, Jordan, & 
Horsburgh, 2006).

Attempt. The goal of propaganda is to “attempt,” or try, to create a certain 
state in a certain audience; thus, propaganda is an attempt at directive com-
munication with an objective that has been established a priori. The desired 
state may be perceptual, cognitive, behavioral, or all three. Each one of these 
is described with examples as follows:

Shaping Perceptions. Shaping perceptions is usually attempted through lan-
guage and images, which is why slogans, posters, symbols, and even archi-
tectural structures are developed during resistance movements and wartime. 
How we perceive is based on “complex psychological, philosophical, and 
practical habitual thought patterns that we carry over from past experi-
ences” (Hayward, 1997, p. 73). Perception is the process of extracting infor-
mation from the world outside us, as well as from within ourselves. Each 
individual has a perceptual field that is unique to that person and formed by 
the influences of values, roles, group norms, and self-image. Each of these 
factors colors the ways a person perceives (O’Donnell & Kable, 1982,  
p. 171). George Johnson, in his book In the Palaces of Memory (1991), 
offered a colorful description of perception and recognition according to the 
activity of neural networks in the brain:
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Looking out the window at the ocean, we might notice a bright light in the night 
sky hovering on the horizon. Deep inside the brain one neural network responds 
to this vector, dismissing it as just another star. But its intense brightness causes 
another network to guess that it is Venus. Then the light starts getting bigger, 
brighter, creating a different vector, a different set of firing patterns. Another 
network associates this configuration with approaching headlights on a freeway. 
Then two more lights appear, green and red. Networks that interpret these colors 
feed into other networks; the pattern for stop light weakly responds. All over the 
brain, networks are talking to networks, entertaining competing hypotheses. 
Then comes the roar, and suddenly we know what it is. The noise vector,  
the growing-white-light vector, the red-and-green vector all converge on the 
network—or network of networks—that says airplane. (p. 165)

Johnson continued, “How a perception was ultimately categorized would 
depend on the architecture of the system, that which a person was born with 
and that which was developed through experience. Some people’s brains 
would tell them they had seen a UFO or an angel instead of a plane” (p. 165). 
Because members of a culture share similar values and norms as well as the 
same laws and general practices, it is quite possible to have group perceptions 
or, at least, very similar perceptions within a cultural group.

Our language is based on a vast web of associations that enables us to 
interpret, judge, and conceptualize our perceptions. Propagandists understand 
that our constructed meanings are related to both our past understanding of 
language and images and the culture and context in which they appear. 
Perception is dependent on our attitudes toward issues and our feelings about 
them. For example, legislation designed to increase timber thinning in national 
forests was labeled a “Healthy Forests Initiative.” Environmental groups pro-
tested the legislation on the grounds that it was unhealthy to cut down healthy 
trees and harm wildlife. Michael Garrity, executive director of the Alliance for 
the Wild Rockies, revealed that the U.S. Forest Service will make about 
$312,000 by cutting 4.5 million board feet of timber in southern Montana’s 
Gallatin National Forest alone (“Gallatin National Forest Thinning Plan 
Moves Ahead,” 2005). What is “healthy” depends on our associations.

An Associated Press article titled Doublespeak: Lingo in Nation’s Capital 
as Important as Issues offered several examples of language that evades 
“responsibility and accountability”—a government report on hunger in 
America referred to “food insecurity” rather than hunger; descriptions of 
suicide by war captives labeled them as “self-injurious behavior incidents,” 
and interrogations as “debriefings” (Associated Press, 2006, p. A1). When 
the sky became dark and dirty with smog during the first few days of the 
Beijing Olympics in August 2008, in a Los Angeles Times article it was offi-
cially called “haze” (Plaschke, 2008, p. S4).
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The Montana Senate in 2013 reviewed a bill titled “The Wildlife Recovery 
Act,” which would have allowed unlimited numbers of licenses to hunt with 
hounds and to kill black bears, mountain lions, and wolves. The intent of the 
bill, which was struck down in committee, was the exact opposite of “wild-
life recovery” (Lundquist, 2013, p. C2).

President George W. Bush began to use the phrase “the war on terror” 
shortly after the attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, 
and continuing through his reelection campaign in 2004. Gilles Kepel, in The 
War for Muslim Minds: Islam and the West (2004), said, “The phrase was 
engineered to heighten fear while simultaneously tapping the righteous indig-
nation of citizens in ‘civilized nations’ against barbaric murderers who would 
perpetrate despicable atrocities on innocent victims” (p. 112). President 
Obama has continued to use the phrase throughout his presidency. It is also 
widely used by the journalists and writers.

The U.S. military has created perception-shaping phrases that sanitize 
the reality of war, for example, “collateral damage” standing for civilians 
killed or injured; “friendly fire” for soldiers killed or injured by troops from 
their side; “turkey run” for randomly killing a massive number of people; 
and “sorties” for bombing missions. Military acronyms such as WMD and 
IED have become so common in news reporting that they have become 
public jargon.

President Bush made a serious gaffe when, in impromptu remarks, he 
described America’s goal to annihilate Al Qaeda’s Taliban hosts in 
Afghanistan as a “crusade.” In the Muslim world, “crusade” represented 
medieval European Christianity’s Crusades against Islam. There was an 
uproar over the religious connotations of the word, which suggested that 
Bush wanted to conquer Islam. Bush retracted the term immediately and 
promptly visited a mosque in Washington, D.C., in an attempt to nullify the 
impression that American mobilization against Al Qaeda was aimed at 
Muslims or at Islam in general (Kepel, 2004, p. 117). Osama bin Laden, 
however, was quick to pick up the term and use it in his Al Qaeda propa-
ganda messages denouncing American crusaders.

Perceptions are also shaped by visual symbols. During the Iraq and 
Afghanistan wars, symbolic yellow ribbons have been put on trees, fences, 
buildings, automobiles, and jewelry to indicate support of the U.S. military. The 
ritual of tying yellow ribbons can be traced back to the American Civil War, 
when women wore yellow ribbons for their loved ones who were away at war. 
The 1949 John Wayne film She Wore a Yellow Ribbon reflects the theme of 
remembering someone who is away. For television messages about progress in 
the second Iraqi war, a designer who had worked for Hollywood film and 
television studios built a $250,000 set for General Tommy Frank’s briefings in 
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Qatar (F. Rich, 2003, p. 1). To signify identification and status as commander 
in chief of the Armed Forces, President Bush wore combat clothing when he 
visited troops on the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln on Thanksgiving 
Day 2003, and President Obama wore a bomber jacket when he spoke to the 
troops at Bagram Air Base in Kabul on March 28, 2010. Posters have become 
very common in the Middle East and Latin American protest meetings. In Syria, 
both the Assad government and the opposition supporters have used multiple 
posters, which can be seen on various websites.

As we have seen, digital technology enables images to be sent to televi-
sion, newspapers, and the Internet instantly. Photographs are easily doc-
tored, making it difficult to tell what is real and what is not. A video of a 
man and his 12-year-old son, Mohammed al-Dura, cowered behind a con-
crete structure in the Gaza strip while Israeli soldiers and Palestinian fighters 
engaged in gun battle, was widely circulated in September 2000. The boy 
appeared to be killed and the father wounded in the crossfire. A clip of the 
boy’s death was widely circulated on television worldwide, and stills 
appeared on the front pages of newspapers. This visual became a symbol of 
continuing atrocities for the Palestinian intifada, causing riots to break out 
in the West Bank and violent outbreaks against Jews not only in Israel but 
also elsewhere around the world. According to an article in Reader’s Digest 
(“Seeing Isn’t Believing,” 2004), there were many indications that the video 
was staged.

There have been numerous accounts of incorrect images in Western media 
of the ongoing (2012–2013) Syrian conflict. The BBC used a 9-year-old 
photograph of hundreds of dead Iraqi children who were said to have been 
killed in a 2012 government massacre in Houla, Syria (Watson, 2012). In 
another instance, the New York Times, relying on a video released from 
Tremseh, Syria, reported that hundreds of people had been killed by the 
Assad government troops. After United Nations investigators went to 
Tremseh, they found that the death toll was much smaller, perhaps 40–100, 
and that most of the dead were opposition rebels who had fought against 
the Syrian Army. It turned out that it was a propaganda video from the rebel 
fighters (Gopal, 2012). The Syrian sectarian conflict has witnessed gruesome 
atrocities on both sides, and the graphic images have been shown on the 
YouTube and other Internet sites for propaganda purposes (Baker, 2013).

As the dangerous eating disorder anorexia nervosa reaches epidemic pro-
portions among young girls and women, hundreds of pro-anorexia websites 
keep appearing on the Internet. These websites, which appear to be put up 
by young anorexic females and friends, offer advice on dieting tips for dras-
tic weight loss, strategies to trick parents into believing that their daughters 
are eating, and praise on behalf of extreme thinness. Visual propaganda on 
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these Pro-Ana (anorexia is personified as “My friend Ana”) websites fea-
tures photographs of famous models and movie stars that have been altered 
to make them appear even thinner than they actually are. Photographs of 
extremely obese women are also shown to trigger extreme fasting.

There is nothing new about propagandists exploiting the media to get 
their visual messages across, for historical propagandists did so as well to 
shape perceptions. In 1914, Mary Richardson went into the National 
Gallery in London and slashed a painting, The Rokeby Venus, a 1650 mas-
terpiece by Diego Velasquéz. At her trial, she said her motive had been to 
draw attention to the treatment of the suffragette leader Emmeline 
Pankhurst, who was on a hunger strike in prison. Toby Clark (1997) said,

The attack on the painting would have been partly understood as an extension 
of the suffragettes’ tactic of smashing department store windows, which 
assaulted feminized spaces of consumerism like a parodic inversion of shopping. 
By moving the battle to the nation’s foremost art museum, Richardson brought 
the values of the state’s guardians of culture into the line of fire, and by choos-
ing a famous picture of a nude woman, she targeted the point of intersection 
between institutional power and the representation of femininity. . . . Richardson 
had not destroyed the picture, but altered it, making a new image—the slashed 
Venus—which was widely reproduced in photographs in the national press, as 
Richardson had surely anticipated. Though the newspapers’ response was hos-
tile, demonizing “Slasher Mary” as a monstrous hysteric, Richardson had suc-
ceeded in using the mass media to disseminate “her” picture of a wounded 
heroine, in effect a metaphorical portrait of the martyred Pankhurst and of the 
suffering of women in general. (pp. 28–29)

As perceptions are shaped, cognitions may be manipulated. One way 
that cognitions or beliefs are formed is through a person’s trust in his or 
her own senses (Bem, 1970). Certainly, an attitude is a cognitive or affec-
tive reaction to an idea or object, based on one’s perceptions. Of course, 
once a belief or an attitude is formed, a person’s perceptions are influ-
enced by it. This does not happen in a vacuum. The formation of cogni-
tions and attitudes is a complex process related to cultural and personal 
values and emotions.

Manipulation means to manage, control, and handle to one’s own advan-
tage. Although the word suggests something negative, manipulation can 
have positive results. For example, a parent may manipulate a teenager by 
cutting off an allowance or use of the family car if the child does not get 
good grades in school. The Voice of America during World War II had a 
stated directive to manipulate the cognitions of both the enemy and 
America’s allies. It was to “spread the contagion of fear among our enemies 
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but also to spread the contagion of hope, confidence and determination 
among our friends” (Shulman, 1997, p. 97).

There were many heroes among the troops fighting in the second Iraq war, 
but the story of Private Jessica Lynch received nonstop coverage in the media. 
One story in the Washington Post (Baker, 2003), whose headlines claimed, 
“She Was Fighting to the Death,” manipulated a public cognition that the 
19-year-old supply clerk had fought fiercely against her Iraqi attackers but 
was riddled with bullet and knife wounds. As a prisoner of war, the papers 
said she was abused and finally rescued in a daring night raid. A revised story 
(Priest, Booth, & Schmidt, 2003), with the headline “A Broken Body, a 
Broken Story, Pieced Together,” disclosed that Lynch had not been shot or 
stabbed but that a Humvee accident shattered her bones. Her rifle jammed, 
thus she never fired, and her captors were gone before she was rescued. As 
Ellen Goodman wrote in her column titled “Jessica Lynch a Human, Not 
Symbolic, Hero” (2003), “By making Jessica into a cartoon hero, we may 
have missed the bravery of the young soldier. . . .  Jessica Lynch has now 
become a redefining story of the war, with skeptics asking whether the 
Pentagon spun the media or the media hyped the story” (p. B4). Whether it 
was the Pentagon or media hype, the public’s cognitions were manipulated.

After a devastating cyclone that killed 60,000 people in Myanmar (for-
merly Burma) on May 3, 2008, 1.5 million people faced disease and starva-
tion. When the United Nations World Food Program delivered airplanes full 
of aid, relief workers were barred entry into the country. Instead, members 
of the military, including Senior General Than Shwe, handed out the donated 
food and medicine from boxes that had the generals’ names written on them. 
A referendum to solidify the ruling junta’s power was held as scheduled. 
Because the people believed that the aid had come from the generals, they 
were inclined to have positive attitudes toward them (Associated Press, 
2008). Beliefs and attitudes are discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Often, the direction of a specific behavior is the intent of a propaganda 
effort. During war, one desired behavior is defection of enemy troops. In the 
1991 Gulf War, the U.S. Fourth Psychological Operations Group dropped 
29 million leaflets on Iraqi forces to attract defectors. A U.S. radio program, 
Voice of the Gulf, featured testimonials from happy Iraqi prisoners of war, 
along with prayers from the Koran and the location of the bomb targets for 
the next day. Seventy-five percent of Iraqi defectors said they were influ-
enced by the leaflets and the radio broadcasts (“A Psy-Ops Bonanza,” 
1991). The same tactic was used in the 2003 Iraq war when leaflets that 
said, “Do Not Risk Your Life and the Lives of Your Comrades. Leave Now 
and Go Home. Watch Your Children Learn, Grow and Prosper” were 
dropped on Iraqi military forces. At the beginning of the 2001 war on the 
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Taliban, U.S. military radio broadcasts into Afghanistan by Air Force 
EC-130E Commando Solo aircraft warned the Taliban in two of the local 
Afghan languages that they would be destroyed not only by U.S. bombs and 
missiles but also by American helicopters and ground troops:

Our helicopters will rain fire down upon your camps before you detect them 
on radar. . . . Our bombs are so accurate we can drop them right through your 
windows. Our infantry is trained for any climate and terrain on earth. United 
States soldiers fire with superior marksmanship and are armed with superior 
weapons.

This tactic to frighten the enemy was successful in directing a specific 
behavior, for Rear Admiral John Stufflebeem, deputy director of operations 
for the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, said “I have not seen any reports that they 
are returning fire on our aircraft” (Associated Press, 2001).

Al Qaeda websites not only attempt to recruit people to the jihad, but 
they also provide behavioral instructions for making bombs and how to use 
them. A month before the Boston Marathon attack in 2013, “the Al Qaeda 
branch in Yemen posted on the Web the ‘Lone Mujahid Pocketbook,’ a 
compilation of all the do-it-yourself articles with jaunty English text, high-
quality graphics and teen-friendly shorthand, . . . [stating], ‘There’s no need 
to travel abroad, because the frontline has come to you.’” The Boston attack 
seems to have followed the tips. “The pressurized cooker should be placed 
in crowded areas and left to blow up,” the manual says. “More than one of 
these could be planted to explode at the same time” (Shane, 2013, p. 2). 
Dhokhar Tsarnaev told FBI investigators that he and his brother Tamerlan 
followed the script to make the bombs that killed three people and injured 
scores of others at the finish line of the Boston Marathon. Tamerlan down-
loaded the summer 2010 issue of Inspire, an online magazine published by 
Al Qaeda, that gave detailed instructions on how to make bombs from 
pressure cookers, explosive powder, and shrapnel. He also downloaded 
extremist Muslim literature that advocates “violence designed to terrorize 
the perceived enemies of Islam” (Associated Press, 2013b, p. A3). It 
appeared that the Tsarnaev brothers were “radicalized and instructed in 
explosives not at a training camp but at home on the Internet” (Shane, 
2013, p. 2). Thus a specific behavior was the result of a propaganda effort. 
The desired response furthered the intent of Al Qaeda because of the spec-
tacular media impact that followed.

Beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors are desirable end states for propagandis-
tic purposes and determine the formation of a propaganda message, cam-
paign, or both. Because so many factors determine the formation of beliefs, 
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attitudes, and behaviors, the propagandist has to gather a great deal of 
information about the intended audience.

Achieve a Response. To continue with the definition, propaganda seeks to 
achieve a response, a specific reaction or action from an audience that furthers 
the desired intent of the propagandist. These last words are the key to the 
definition of propaganda, for the one who benefits from the audience’s 
response, if the response is the desired one, is the propagandist and not neces-
sarily the members of the audience. People in the audience may think the pro-
pagandist has their interests at heart, but in fact, the propagandist’s motives are 
selfish ones. Selfish motives are not necessarily negative, and judgment depends 
on which ideology one supports. For example, people who listened to the Voice 
of America (VOA) broadcasts behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War 
found satisfaction for their hunger for information, and thus it appeared that 
VOA had altruistic motives. The information they received from VOA, how-
ever, was ideologically injected to shape positive perceptions about the United 
States and its allies and to manipulate attitudes toward democracy, capitalism, 
and freedom. Most Americans would not regard these practices as negative, but 
the Communist government officials did. Later in the chapter, in the section on 
subpropaganda, we give examples of seemingly altruistic communication that 
was deliberately designed to facilitate acceptance of an ideology.

Propaganda and the Containment of Information

When conflict exists and security is required, it is not unusual for propa-
gandists to try to contain information and responses to it in a specific area. 
Recipients of propaganda messages are discouraged from asking about any-
thing outside the contained area. During wartime, members of the press 
complain about restrictions placed on them in reporting the events of the 
war. Newspaper reporters covering the Civil War complained in the 1860s, 
as journalists did during the Gulf War in 1991. Tom Wicker (1991), of the 
New York Times, wrote, “The Bush administration and the military were so 
successful in controlling information about the war that they were able to 
tell the public just about what they wanted the public to know. Perhaps 
worse, press and public largely acquiesced in this disclosure of only selected 
information” (p. 96). Complaints regarding information control during war-
time is not unusual. Consider the saying “The first casualty during war is 
truth.” Recently in Nigeria, two journalists were detained after publishing a 
story about the nation’s presidency’s attempt to disrupt opposition parties. 
“Journalists have been threatened, killed, beaten by thugs or succumbed to 
the enticement of bribes to color the stories they write” (“Paper: Police 
Detain Reporters Over Story,” 2013).
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Although contemporary technology is capable of instantaneous trans-
mission of messages around the world via the Internet and because of the 
tremendous expansion of exposure to all the mass media throughout the 
world, it is difficult for a country to isolate its citizens from ideas and infor-
mation that are commonly known in the rest of the world. Despite the 
availability of the Internet, smart phones, computers, tablets, and other 
digital devices, China has attempted to prevent people from receiving infor-
mation. Chinese censorship, known as “The Great Firewall,” reveals how 
the Communist government in Beijing has intensified its efforts to control 
what its citizens can read and discuss online. Popular Internet cafes are 
forced to use only official software, Red Flag Linux, which eliminates the 
English language on websites. Furthermore, computer users at Internet cafes 
are required by the China State Council Information Office, which super-
vises the Internet in China, to register with their actual names and numbers 
as they appear on their identification cards. In regions where there is anti-
government unrest, censors have blocked access to YouTube, Facebook, and 
Twitter, and cut off Internet service to places like the Xinjiang region after 
there were deadly clashes between ethnic Uighurs and Han in 2009 
(Ansfield, 2009; Radio Free Asia, 2008).

The vast search engine Google had been a presence in China, abiding by 
government censorship policies until March 22, 2010, thus revealing to the 
world that China had demanded that Google censor Web content such as the 
prodemocracy movement, persecution, the 1989 crackdown on students in 
Tiananmen Square, the banned spiritual sect Falun Gong, and Tibetan indepen-
dence. In negotiations, Google executives asked to operate as an uncensored 
search engine in China, and they were rejected. Google moved its operations to 
Hong Kong where its mainland users were blocked by the government when 
searches involved forbidden subjects. Hong Kong users could still see uncen-
sored results (Pomfret, 2010; Nakashima, Kang, & Pomfret, 2010).

A shocking form of Chinese suppression of information occurred when 
Liu Xiaobo, a Chinese advocate for democracy, was awarded the 2010 
Nobel Peace Prize. Nothing about it appeared in Chinese-language state 
media or on the country’s Internet portals. CNN broadcasts, which reach 
only luxury compounds and hotels in China, were blacked out. Mobile 
phone users could not transmit text messages containing his name (Jacobs 
& Ansfield, 2010). The Chinese government cut off the telephone and 
Internet communication of Liu’s wife while warning her not to contact 
friends or the media. After she visited her husband in prison, she was placed 
under house arrest. It was inevitable that the news about the award would 
become public, so the Chinese government’s official statement called it 
“blasphemy” (LaFraniere, 2010).
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Although it is impossible for the government to control all media chan-
nels in China, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has a vast system of 
propaganda. The agenda for the CCP’s Central Propaganda Department 
(CPD) includes the following: “theoretical work; the news media; political 
thought work; managing literary and art circles; establishing moral stan-
dards; and the construction of a ‘spiritual civilization’—a euphemism for the 
new era’s soft propaganda and soft social control” (Brady & Wang, 2009,  
p. 773).1 The CPD instructs editors and journalists behind closed door meet-
ings as to what they can and cannot reveal to the public. Publishing compa-
nies must have licenses, thus they can be controlled by the General 
Administration of Press and Publishing, which has the power to determine 
how many books each publisher can sell every year. Permission must be 
granted by the CPD for cultural activities to be organized, causing entertain-
ment, such as the Chinese New Year celebrations, to be a key vehicle for 
propaganda. The CPD oversees museums, amusement parks, libraries, the-
aters, exhibits, films, hobby societies, art groups, and, of course, the Internet. 
Television has become the main tool for communicating party messages to 
the masses and the Internet for communicating with youth (Brady & Wang, 
2009, pp. 776–784). Despite attempts to control the media, Chinese people 
have begun to protest censorship. In January 2013, hundreds of people gath-
ered outside a newspaper’s headquarters in support of journalists whose 
editorials were censored by local party leaders. Celebrities blogged on the 
Internet in support of the protestors, while young and old men and women 
waved banners that read “Get rid of censorship. The Chinese people want 
freedom.” China’s new leader, Xi Jinping, may have raised hopes for a more 
open-minded approach, but that does not seem to be happening. A U.S. State 
Department spokeswoman, Victoria Nuland, said she thought the Chinese 
people wanted freedom of speech. “We hope the government is taking 
notice,” she said (Wong, 2013).

Television transmission has crossed political boundaries to halt contain-
ment of information. As communist governments toppled in Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, East Germany, and Romania in 1989, the world 
saw dramatic evidence that propaganda cannot be contained for long where 
television exists. People living under the austere regime of East Germany 
received television from West Germany and saw consumer goods that were 
easily had and a lifestyle that was abundant rather than austere. Also, the 
technology of the portable video camera enabled amateurs to capture and 
display footage of the Czech police on the rampage, the massacre of 
Georgian demonstrators in Tiblisi, and the bloodbath in Tiananmen Square. 
When a communist government controlled Czechoslovakia, rebellious pro-
testors produced the “Video Journal” on home video cameras and sent it into 
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Czech homes via rented satellite dishes. In Poland, Lech Walesa said that the 
underground Solidarity movement could not have succeeded without video. 
In Romania, while the crowds protested against Nicolae Ceaus‚escu, the tele-
vision showed fear and doubt in his eyes and encouraged people to continue 
to fight against his regime despite his army’s violence. Ironically, the center 
of the intense fighting between the army and Ceaus‚escu’s loyalists was the 
Bucharest television station. For a time, the new government was in resi-
dence there, making the television station the epicenter of the revolution and 
the seat of the provisional government.

Propaganda itself, as a form of communication, is influenced by the tech-
nological devices for sending messages that are available in a given time. As 
technology advances, propagandists have more sophisticated tools at their 
service. ABC’s Nightline reported in December 1991 the first recorded use of 
a fax machine for propaganda purposes. Leaflets describing how to prepare 
for a chemical warfare assault, presumably sent by the Hussein propagandists, 
came through thousands of Kuwaiti fax machines. With fax machines now 
obsolete, the Internet and satellites are major propaganda outlets for Al 
Qaeda, which reaches its followers in 68 countries. The Global Jihadist 
Movement has given propaganda communication through the Internet a cen-
tral role in its attempts to realize its goals. Manuel Torres, Javier Jordan, and 
Nicola Horsburgh (2006) analyzed the thematic content, both narrative and 
visual, on Jihadist websites where material targeted both Muslims and non-
Muslims, mixing objectives to intimidate some and mobilize others: “threat of 
new attacks; blackmail on the taking of hostages; commentary on current 
affairs; religious-political discourse; assassination of hostages; mobilization of 
new mujahedin; denial of responsibility for attacks; and re-vindication of an 
attack” (2006, p. 404). In addition to recruiting new members and raising 
funds, the websites also offer Al Qaeda sympathizers a form of “surrogate 
activism,” enabling them to defend terrorism and engage in cyberterrorism 
(Soriano, 2012, p. 782).

Cyberterrorism generally means “unlawful attacks and threats of attack 
against computers, networks, and the information stored therein when done 
to intimidate or coerce a government or its people in furtherance of political 
or social objectives” (Ogun, 2012, p. 209). Cyberterrorism is a form of pro-
paganda because it operates within a specific ideological agenda supported 
by organized funding. Individual hackers may be paid to carry out attacks 
on behalf of the terrorist organization. Cyberterrorists use the term “hacktiv-
ism” to describe defacing the site of an enemy for a political cause (Warren, 
2008, p. 43). Cyberterrorism, according to Warren (2008), “offers the oppor-
tunity of making an ideological point to a wider population while ensuring 
that no immediate long-term damage is caused which would cloud the issue” 
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(p. 48). For example, a return to services that existed prior to the cyberattack 
would happen if demands were met.

Unlawful attacks on the Internet have become known as Cyber War. The 
NATO Cooperative Cyber Defense Center of Excellence has created the 
Tallinn Manual, which applies the practice of international law to the world 
of electronic warfare to show how hospitals, civilians, and neutral nations 
can be protected from cyberterrorism. The manual takes existing rules of 
battlefield behavior, such as the 1949 Geneva Convention, to the Internet. It 
also includes humanitarian rules, for example, medical computers are pro-
tected in the same way that actual hospitals are (Associated Press, 2013a).

Another use of the Internet for propaganda purposes is stenanography 
(“covered writing), which is “the process of hiding information that can be 
used to embed propaganda messages in digital files” (Warkentin, Schmidt, & 
Bekkering, 2008, p. 50). This is a way to disguise communications between 
or among others, resulting in facilitated communications among terrorists. “It 
is theorized that Al Qaeda uses porn sites to hide their messages because porn 
sites are so prevalent and because they are among the last places Muslims 
would be expected to visit” (Warkentin et al., 2008, p. 52). Encryption tech-
nology is used by surveillance agencies in governments to uncover hidden 
messages, but it is resource intensive, if not impossible because of the very 
nature of the Internet. By some estimates, there will be trillions of files trans-
mitted each year over the Internet (Warkentin et al., 2008 , p. 52).

New technologies have also been a boon to protesters resulting in cyber 
duels between autocratic governments and dissidents. According to Navtej 
Dhillon, an analyst with the Brookings Institute, “The Internet has certainly 
broken 30 years of state control over what is seen and is unseen, what is 
visible versus invisible (Stelter & Stone, 2009, p. 1).

Young people have increasingly used the Internet to mobilize politically. 
Text-messaging was used to rally supporters in a popular political uprising 
in Ukraine in 2004; protestors in Moldova used text-messaging, Facebook, 
and Twitter to rally supporters to protest against the communist leadership 
in 2009; protestors in the Arab Spring countries in 2010–2013 used smart 
phone messages to rally and recruit supporters. Text-messages threatened 
activists in Belarus in 2006. When Myanmar sought to silence demonstrators 
in 2007, it switched off the country’s Internet for six weeks. China’s govern-
ment has tried hard over the years to obliterate the memory of the huge 
student-led protest in Tiananmen Square that captivated the world on June 
4, 1989. China blocked sites like YouTube to coincide with the 20th anni-
versary of the Tiananmen Square massacre. Chen Guang, who was 17 in 
1989, had been a soldier who was told to fire on the students. Twenty years 
later, he made a painting of the event. When Chinese galleries refused to 
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exhibit his painting, he posted it on the Internet, but it was removed within 
hours (E. Barry, 2009; Stelter & Stone, 2009). When Pakistan’s Ministry of 
Information Technology discovered tweets on Twitter one Sunday in May 
2012 that were considered offensive to Islam, it shut down Twitter for a day. 
Facebook had previously been shut down there two years earlier for two 
weeks for similar reasons. The government monitors major websites for anti-
Islamic links and content (Associated Press, 2012).

As in pre-Internet conflicts, the communication media serve both support-
ers and the enemy. Although the technology has changed, propaganda strate-
gies tend to be similar in many ways. The study of contemporary propaganda 
in both oppressed and free societies is a complex endeavor. We acknowledge 
that one’s perception of a form of communication determines what is self-
evident and what is controversial. One person’s propaganda may be another 
person’s education. In our definition, the elements of deliberate intent and 
manipulation, along with a systematic plan to achieve a purpose that is 
advantageous to the propagandist, however, distinguish propaganda from a 
free and open exchange of ideas.

Forms of Propaganda

Although propaganda takes many forms, it is almost always in some form 
of activated ideology. Sometimes propaganda is agitative, attempting to 
rouse an audience to certain ends and usually resulting in significant change; 
sometimes it is integrative, attempting to render an audience passive, accept-
ing, and nonchallenging (Szanto, 1978, p. 10). Propaganda is also described 
as white, gray, or black, in relationship to an acknowledgment of its source 
and its accuracy of information.

White propaganda comes from a source that is identified correctly, and 
the information in the message tends to be accurate. This is what one hears 
on Radio Moscow and VOA during peacetime. Although what listeners hear 
is reasonably close to the truth, it is presented in a manner that attempts to 
convince the audience that the sender is the “good guy” with the best ideas 
and political ideology. White propaganda attempts to build credibility with 
the audience, for this could have usefulness at some point in the future.

National celebrations, with their overt patriotism and regional chauvinism, 
can usually be classified as white propaganda. International sports competi-
tions also inspire white propaganda from journalists. During the 1984 Summer 
Olympics, many complaints were voiced about “biased” coverage by the 
American reporters, particularly from the BBC. The absence of the Soviet 
Union’s athletes in Los Angeles provoked a less than enthusiastic reaction to the 
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multiple victories of Americans from non-American news sources. Although 
gold medalists of past games lauded American performances, the home coun-
tries of other athletes exclaimed “unfair.” Daley Thompson, the decathlon win-
ner from Great Britain, appeared on television wearing a T-shirt that read, “But 
what about the coverage?” Coverage by the American Broadcasting Company 
(ABC) was accurate reporting of the events and white propaganda. It appeared 
to stir up American patriotism deliberately while being genuinely excited about 
the American athletes’ achievements. Doubtless, this was also intended to con-
vey a message to the Soviet government: “We do not need you at the Games.”

The 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing, China, had all the usual nations 
represented, but in addition to the events themselves, American television 
primarily focused on biographical profiles of American athletes, especially 
champion swimmer Michael Phelps. The same thing happened during the 
2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver, British Columbia, but only this time the 
cameras focused on skiers Lindsey Vonn and Bode Miller and speed skater 
Apolo Ohno. In its pro-American coverage, with its prepackaged biographies, 
the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) anchors kept referring to “Team 
USA.” In Russia, after figure skater Yevgeny Plushenko lost the gold medal to 
American Evan Lysacek, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin said, with disdain, 
that Plushenko was still the champion. One has to ask whether television 
viewers watch the Olympics out of national pride or interest in international 
athletics. Sports anchors continued with “Team USA” in the 2012 Olympics 
in London and dubbed Michael Phelps the “King of the Games” when he 
won four more gold medals and two silver medals. Much was made of the 
United States having the most medals (104) with China second (87). China 
had been first in medals in 2008. This was all white propaganda because it 
was correct, but it emphasized American Olympic superiority.

Black propaganda is when the source is concealed or credited to a false 
authority and spreads lies, fabrications, and deceptions. Black propaganda is 
the “big lie,” including all types of creative deceit. Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s 
propaganda minister, claimed that outrageous charges evoke more belief 
than milder statements that merely twist the truth slightly (Bogart, 1995,  
p. xii). Written by Czar Nicholas II’s secret police in 1903, The Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion portrayed Jews as demonic schemers. The 24 chapters or 
protocols claimed to be the real minutes of a secret council of Jews discuss-
ing its plot for world domination. First serialized in part in a Russian news-
paper, the Protocols were released publicly in 1905 at a time when, as part 
of a propaganda campaign, Russia sought to incite anti-Semitism. They were 
also used in Russia during the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 to encourage 
widespread slaughter of Jews and were circulated widely by conspiracy 
theorists even after they were exposed as a forgery in 1921. Hitler cited the 
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Protocols in Mein Kampf, and they permeated Nazi propaganda. In recent 
times, they were printed in Pakistan, put on the Web in Palestine, shown on 
Arab TV as a miniseries in Egypt in 2002 and Lebanon in 2003, and cited 
by neo-Nazis in the United States and Europe.

During World War II, prior to Hitler’s planned invasion of Britain, a radio 
station known as “The New English Broadcasting Station,” supposedly run by 
discontented British subjects, ran half-hour programs throughout the day, 
opening with “Loch Lomond” and closing with “God Save the King.” The sta-
tion’s programming consisted of “war news.” This was actually a German 
undercover operation determined to reduce the morale of the British people 
throughout the Battle of Britain. The same technique was used on the French 
soldiers serving on the Maginot Line from the autumn of 1939 until the spring 
of 1940. Radio broadcasts originating from Stuttgart and hosted by Paul 
Ferdonnet, a turncoat Frenchman who pretended to be a patriot, warned the 
French soldiers to save France before the Nazis took it over. The French soldiers 
heard Ferdonnet sympathize with their discomfort in crowded and damp con-
ditions in barrack tunnels, and they enjoyed the latest gossip about Paris. He 
then went on to tell them that French officers had dined at a famous restaurant 
in Paris, where they ate delicious six-course lunches (Roetter, 1974, p. 3). He 
also described British soldiers in French towns. Because they earned higher pay 
than their French counterparts, he said they spent a lot of money and made love 
to French women. He also said the French soldiers were dupes to fight 
England’s war and urged them to support a “new” government for France. The 
French soldiers were already miserable because of the conditions on the 
Maginot Line, and they resented the differences in pay between themselves and 
the British soldiers. Ferdonnet’s broadcasts, though designed to weaken the 
French soldiers’ morale, provided entertainment but not thoughts of defection. 
Perhaps the French soldiers were not deceived because they also received obvi-
ous Nazi propaganda in the form of pornographic cartoons showing British 
soldiers fondling naked French women. Huge billboards were set up within 
their view that said, “SOLDIERS OF THE NORTHERN PROVINCES, 
LICENTIOUS BRITISH SOLDIERY ARE SLEEPING WITH YOUR WIVES 
AND RAPING YOUR DAUGHTERS.” The French soldiers put up their own 
sign that said, “WE DON’T GIVE A BUGGER, WE’RE FROM THE SOUTH” 
(Costello, 1985, pp. 242–243). The French soldiers listened to Ferdonnet 
because they knew he would be more entertaining than their own official radio 
broadcasts (O’Donnell & Jowett, 1989, p. 51).

One of the most dramatic examples of black propaganda was known as “The 
Ghost Army,” a field deception unit devised in 1944 to deceive the Germans in 
World War II into believing that the Allied Forces were in various places in 
Europe from Normandy to the Rhine. Eleven hundred American men, many of 
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them artists, craftsmen, and designers, landed in France with truckloads of 
inflatable rubber tanks, rubber airplanes, and artillery guns, sound effect 
records, and radio interception devices. They made phony tank tracks and 
placed rubber artillery shells on the ground for German reconnaissance planes 
to see. They used sound trucks to make it sound like much equipment and a tank 
battalion were coming in to certain areas. Germans opened up fire on rubber 
tanks and were fooled into planning attacks where there were no armed forces. 
The Ghost Army staged more than 20 deception operations in France, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and Germany, each one requiring that they impersonate a differ-
ent U.S. unit, often using different multimedia and fake equipment. This elabo-
rate deception saved many Allied lives because they tricked the Germans into 
going to false battle sites. General Dwight D. Eisenhower said that deception is 
a potent weapon because of surprise and duplicity. The Ghost Army was kept a 
secret for nearly 50 years because during the Cold War the U.S. thought there 
would be a war with the Soviet Union and did not want them to know how their 
deception had worked (“The Ghost Army,” 2013).

Even allies target friendly nations with black propaganda. British intelli-
gence operations attempted to manipulate the United States to go to war in 
the two years before Pearl Harbor was attacked by the Japanese. British 
Security Coordination (BSC) established itself in New York City’s Rockefeller 
Center for covert action techniques. They wrote stories that were fed to the 
New York Herald Tribune about Nazi spies in America and infiltrated 
WRUL, a radio station in New York. BSC subsidized the radio station and 
furnished it with material for news bulletins and specially prepared scripts for 
talks and commentaries. One example was a propaganda campaign by the 
British to deter Spain from entering the war on Germany’s side. Because the 
radio station had an ethics standard and a rule against broadcasting material 
that had not appeared in the American press, the BSC inserted its own mate-
rial into friendly newspapers and then quoted it for radio broadcasts. BSC 
also conducted a campaign against German-controlled corporations in the 
United States by placing articles in newspapers and magazines, organizing 
protest meetings, and bringing picket lines to certain properties belonging to 
I. G. Farben Corporation. The British activities were discovered after the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor when the U.S. State Department pronounced that 
“British intelligence operations in America were out of control and demanded 
that offensive covert operations end” (Ignatius, 1989, pp. 9–11).

Black propaganda includes all types of creative deceit, and this type of 
propaganda gets the most attention when it is revealed. The exhibit “Fake? 
The Art of Deception” was featured in the British Museum in 1990 and 
included among the art forgeries several examples of propaganda. One type 
of forgery was the postage stamp (see Figures 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3). Both British 
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Figure 1.1  A German “black” parody of a British stamp, c. 1944. 
Note how the traditional crown has been replaced with 
a “Star of David” at the very top of the stamp.

and German versions were displayed, and the exhibition catalogue reported 
that 160 different stamps were produced by both sides during the two World 
Wars (M. Jones, 1990, p. 75).

The success or failure of black propaganda depends on the receiver’s will-
ingness to accept the credibility of the source and the content of the message. 
Care has to be taken to place the sources and messages within a social, cul-
tural, and political framework of the target audience. If the sender misunder-
stands the audience and therefore designs a message that does not fit, black 
propaganda may appear suspicious and tends to fail.

Gray propaganda is somewhere between white and black propaganda. 
The source may or may not be correctly identified, and the accuracy of the 
information is uncertain. In 1961, when the Bay of Pigs invasion took place 
in Cuba, the VOA moved over into the gray area when it denied any U.S. 
involvement in the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)–backed activities. In 
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Figure 1.2  In this “black” parody, c. 1944, the Germans used the 
image of the Russian leader Stalin in place of the 
traditional image of Queen Elizabeth. Other political 
symbols visible on this stamp include the Star of David 
and the Hammer and Sickle. The function of such 
parody stamps was more to create a symbolic 
awareness of the political association between the USSR 
and Britain than to undermine the economy of the 
postal system.

1966–1967, Radio Free Europe was organized, financed, and controlled by 
the CIA, which publicly denied any connection. A fund appeal on American 
television, radio, and mail indicated that Radio Free Europe was dependent 
on voluntary contributions, known as “truth dollars.” The actual purpose of 
the appeal was to fortify the deception and dispel rumors about a CIA rela-
tionship (Barnouw, 1978, p. 143). Gray propaganda is also used to embar-
rass an enemy or competitor. Radio Moscow took advantage of the 
assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and John F. Kennedy to derogate the 
United States. VOA did not miss the opportunity to offer similar commentar-
ies about Russia’s invasion of Afghanistan or the arrests of Jewish dissidents. 
In early 2013, the U.S. government accused China’s military of running a 
massive cyberspying campaign to steal business secrets from American com-
panies. In June 2013, after Edward Snowden, a former National Security 
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Agency contractor, leaked details of a U.S. government secret surveillance 
program, China’s state-run media reveled in the opportunity to embarrass 
the U.S. by hailing Snowden as a hero (Greene, 2013).

It has long been a practice to plant favorable stories about the United 
States in foreign newspapers. The practice has been sanctioned by the U.S. 
Department of Defense. This was confirmed by an unclassified summary of 
the policy released by the Associated Press: “Psychological operations are a 
central part of information operations and contribute to achieving . . . the 
commander’s objectives. They are aimed at conveying selected, truthful 
information to foreign audiences to influence their emotions, reasoning, and 
ultimately, the behavior of governments and other entities” (“Pentagon 
Propaganda Program Within the Law,” 2006).

Figure 1.3  The “battle of the stamps” continued with this British 
“black” parody of a German stamp. The meaning of the 
iconography is obvious. Here again, this stamp was 
probably more effective as anti-Nazi propaganda in 
Britain than in Germany itself.
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Planting stories is not only practiced by governments, for private organiza-
tions do it as well. There is a growing use of video news releases (VNRs) 
inserted in television news programs. The practice began in the 1980s, when 
promotional videos were sent to selected television stations for possible inclu-
sion in the evening news. This is gray propaganda because the true source is 
hidden and legitimized by the news station as the source. Today, VNRs have 
become a slick public-relations tool as sophisticated, high-quality video con-
tent formatted to the needs of local newsrooms. VNRs can be downloaded 
online, and studies reveal that they are widely used in selected segments or in 
their entirety. Major networks tend to identify them as “This is a Video News 
Release.” Federal Communications Commission regulations require news sta-
tions to reveal the source of a VNR only when it is about a political or con-
troversial issue or when a station is paid to use it. VNRs also appear as a form 
of marketing communication for viewing on cell phones and other devices 
(Pavlik, 2006). Not only do corporate sponsors, whose identity is usually 
concealed, insert news releases, they also can censor news reports that may 
discredit them or their products (Collison, 2004).

Parry-Giles (1996), by reviewing internal documents of the Truman and 
Eisenhower presidencies, revealed how the U.S. government used the domes-
tic news media to propagandize the American public during the Cold War 
by giving journalists the texts to be published in the newspapers in the 1940s 
and 1950s. By controlling the content and favoring journalists who cooper-
ated, the government covertly disseminated propaganda to a domestic audi-
ence. This example of gray propaganda expands the definition to include, 
according to Parry-Giles, the attribution of the source to a nonhostile source 
(p. 53). An example of gray propaganda coming from a nonhostile source is 
as follows: Letters describing the successes of rebuilding Iraq, presumably 
written by American soldiers in Iraq in 2003, appeared in newspapers across 
the United States. A Gannett News Service (GNS) search found identical let-
ters in 11 newspapers, and thus they appeared to be form letters. Six soldiers, 
whose names appeared on the letters, were questioned by GNS, and they 
denied having written them. A seventh soldier did not know about the letter 
bearing his name until his father congratulated him for getting it published 
in his hometown newspaper. All of the interviewed soldiers said they agreed 
with the information in the letters even though they did not write them. The 
actual source has not been uncovered. This is clearly gray propaganda with 
acceptable information attributed to a nonhostile source that was not the 
actual source.

Gray propaganda is widespread. Companies that distort statistics on 
annual reports, advertising that suggests a product will achieve results that 
it cannot, films that are made solely for product placement, and prominent 
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charities that raise money for research but use it for administrative costs all 
tend to fall in the gray propaganda category.

Another term used to describe propaganda is disinformation. 
Disinformation is usually considered black propaganda because it is covert 
and uses false information. In fact, the word disinformation is a cognate for 
the Russian dezinformatsia, taken from the name of a division of the KGB 
devoted to black propaganda.

Disinformation means “false, incomplete, or misleading information that 
is passed, fed, or confirmed to a targeted individual, group, or country” 
(Shultz & Godson, 1984, p. 41). It is not misinformation that is merely mis-
guided or erroneous information. Disinformation is made up of news stories 
deliberately designed to weaken adversaries and planted in news papers by 
journalists who are actually secret agents of a foreign country. The stories 
are passed off as real and from credible sources.

Ladislav Bittmann, former deputy chief of the Disinformation Department 
of the Czechoslovak Intelligence Service, in testimony before the House 
Committee on Intelligence of the U.S. Congress in February 1980, said,

If somebody had at this moment the magic key that would open the Soviet bloc 
intelligence safes and looked into the files of secret agents operating in Western 
countries, he would be surprised. A relatively high percentage of secret agents 
are journalists. . . .  There are newspapers around the world penetrated by the 
Communist Intelligence services. (Brownfield, 1984, p. 6)

Allan C. Brownfield (1984), reporter for the Washington Inquirer, wrote,

The documentation of the manner in which Moscow has placed false stories in 
the non-Communist press is massive. In one instance, Alezander Kasnechev, the 
senior KGB officer in Rangoon, Burma, who defected to the U.S. in 1959, 
described the Soviet effort to plant such stories. His department was responsible 
for receiving drafts of articles from Moscow, translating them into Burmese, 
and then seeing that they were placed in local publications to appear as if they 
had been written by Burmese authors. The final step was to send copies back to 
Moscow. From there they were quoted in Soviet broadcasts of publications as 
evidence of “Burmese opinion” that favored the Communist line. (p. 6)

Among the more sensational Soviet disinformation campaigns was one 
that charged the United States with developing the virus responsible for 
AIDS for biological warfare. The story first appeared in the October 1985 
issue of the Soviet weekly Litera turnaya Gazeta, and it quoted the Patriot, a 
pro-Soviet newspaper in India. Although it was a Soviet tactic to place a 
story in a foreign newspaper to give it credibility, this time no such story had 
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appeared in India. Despite denials by the U.S. Department of State, the story 
appeared in the news media of more than 60 countries, including Zimbabwe, 
while the nonaligned countries were having a conference there and in the 
October 26, 1986, issue of London’s Sunday Express after Express reporters 
interviewed two people from East Berlin who repeated the story. Subtle 
variations continued to appear in the world press, including an East German 
broadcast of the story into Turkey that suggested it might be wise to get rid 
of U.S. bases because of servicemen infected with AIDS. On March 30, 1987, 
Dan Rather read the following news item on CBS Evening News:

A Soviet military publication claims the virus that causes AIDS leaked from a 
U.S. Army laboratory conducting experiments in biological warfare. The article 
offers no hard evidence but claims to be reporting the conclusions of unnamed 
scientists in the United States, Britain, and East Germany. Last October, a Soviet 
newspaper alleged that the AIDS virus may have been the result of Pentagon or 
CIA experiments. (“CBS Spreads Disinformation,” 1987, p. 7)

Increasing evidence indicates that disinformation is widely practiced by 
most major world powers, and this reflects the reality of international poli-
tics. For a long time, the United States denied using disinformation, yet a U.S. 
disinformation effort charged the Sandinistas in El Salvador with cocaine 
running. The Iran-Contra hearings in 1987, along with Admiral Poindexter’s 
papers, however, revealed that the CIA and the Contras were involved in a 
massive Central American drug-smuggling connection. The CIA had con-
ducted a complex covert anti-Sandinista guerrilla movement that was 
financed through the illegal sale of parts to the Iranian air force. Other dis-
information stories planted by the United States during the Cold War were 
about carcinogenic Soviet spy dust, Soviet sponsorship of international ter-
rorism, and attempts by Bulgarians to assassinate the pope (Alexandre, 
1988, pp. 114–115). The CIA began covert work in Afghanistan as early as 
1979 when the Soviet Union invaded (Coll, 2004). According to Ahmed 
Rashid (2004), the Pakistan, Afghanistan, and central Asia correspondent 
for the Far Eastern Economic Review and the Daily Telegraph, “The CIA 
has a long record of manipulating the press and television and putting out 
its own interpretation of events” (p. 19). Websites used for identity theft and 
software “Trojan Horses” that conceal malicious functions within are 
Internet examples of disinformation (Rowe & Custy, 2008).

As a communication process, disinformation is described according to 
two models we have developed (see Figures 1.4 and 1.5). In Figure 1.4, the 
propagandist (P) creates a deflective source (P1), which becomes the apparent 
source of the message (M). The receiver (R) perceives the information as 
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Figure 1.4  Deflective source model.
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SOURCE: Reprinted by permission of Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc., Westport, CT, from 
Victoria O’Donnell and Garth Jowett, “Propaganda as a Form of Communication,” in 
Propaganda: A Pluralistic Perspective by T. J. Smith III. Copyright by T. J. Smith III and pub-
lished in 1989 by Praeger Publishers.

Figure 1.5  Legitimating source model.
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SOURCE: Reprinted by permission of Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc., Westport, CT, from 
Victoria O’Donnell and Garth Jowett, “Propaganda as a Form of Communication,” in 
Propaganda: A Pluralistic Perspective by T. J. Smith III. Copyright by T. J. Smith III and pub-
lished in 1989 by Praeger Publishers.

coming directly from P1 and does not associate it with the original propa-
gandist (P). In Figure 1.5, the propagandist secretly places the original mes-
sage (M1) in a legitimating source (P2). This message (now M2), as interpreted 
by P2, is then picked up by the propagandist (P) and communicated to the 
receiver (R) in the form M3, as having come from P2. This legitimates the 
message and at the same time dissociates the propagandist (P) from its 
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origination. One can see in both models that the propagandist’s intent is to 
obscure the identity of the message originator, thus creating a high degree of 
credibility for both message and apparent source.

A story that was widely circulated appeared first in Canada’s National 
Post. Written by Iranian-American Amir Taheri, it said that Iran had passed 
legislation requiring Jews and other religious minorities to wear distinctive 
colored badges. It was then reprinted by newspapers in New York, 
Jerusalem, Australia, and on numerous websites. After the story was dis-
credited, the president of the United States Middle East Studies Association 
said it was “typical of black psychological operation campaigns.” A former 
U.S. intelligence official described the article as a “real sign of a disinforma-
tion operation” (Lobe, 2006).

Propaganda thus runs the gamut from truth to deception. It is, at the same 
time, always value and ideology laden. The means may vary from a mild 
slanting of information to outright deception, but the ends are always pre-
determined to favor the propagandist.

Subpropaganda/Facilitative Communication

Another dimension of propaganda is what Doob (1948) called “subpropa-
ganda.” Here, the propagandist’s task is to spread an unfamiliar doctrine, for 
which a considerable period of time is needed to build a frame of mind in 
the audience toward acceptance of the doctrine. To gain the target audience’s 
favor, various stimuli are used to arouse the attention of the audience and 
the related encoders and agents who mediate communication. L. John 
Martin (1971), a research administrator in the USIA for nine years, called 
subpropaganda “facilitative communication” (p. 62)—that is, an activity 
designed to keep lines open and maintain contacts against the day when they 
will be needed for propaganda purposes.

Facilitative communication most frequently takes the form of financial aid, 
newscasts, television and Internet programs, press releases, books, pamphlets, 
periodicals, cultural programs, exhibits, films, seminars, language classes, ref-
erence services, and personal social contacts. These are all arranged in an effort 
to create a friendly atmosphere toward those who may be needed later.  
W. Phillips Davison (1971) gave examples of influencing journalists to give 
favorable press to the United States by offering rides and other services such 
as office space provided by the U.S. Committee on Public Information, parties, 
tours of foreign cities, and news scoops. In efforts to counter Arab anger over 
the war in Iraq, the U.S. State Department has taken Muslim students to the 
World Cup games in Germany, hosted Arab journalists at training seminars in 
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Washington, D.C., and sent a female undersecretary of state to talk to Muslim 
women around the world (H. Cooper, 2007). Prior to the 2002 Summer 
Olympics in Salt Lake City, Utah, children were given assignments to learn 
about various countries represented by their athletes. When the teams arrived 
in Salt Lake City, the children greeted them and told them what they had 
learned about their countries. The Voice of America broadcast the stories of 
the children’s efforts to learn about the country to the countries that were 
represented for good will (Cowan, 2004, pp. 233–234). The U.S. Department 
of State sponsors international programs such as one in rural Afghanistan 
where teenage girls are learning English. The library in the local school, which 
was funded by a U.S. public diplomacy grant, includes speeches by President 
Obama. Other books are about American culture and government. By giving 
access to information, safe study spaces, and networks of peer support, these 
young women are not only receiving an education, they are also developing 
positive attitudes toward the United States (McCall, 2012).

Facilitative communication itself may not be propaganda, but it is com-
munication designed to render a positive attitude toward a potential propa-
gandist. In 1969, 450 active registrations of agencies distributing propaganda 
were on file with the U.S. government on behalf of foreign agencies. Davison 
pointed out that most were concerned with tourism, investment, or trade. 
This did not include activities by embassies or consulates, nor did it include 
mail and shortwave radio from abroad. Bogart (1995) said that within the 
USIA, both in 1953 and today,

It is widely believed that a sense of affinity is developed by showing the people 
of other nations American documentary films and giving them free access to 
American books and publications. Such exposure fosters friendship that has 
great, intangible value, quite apart from any immediate political benefits. An 
even more powerful impression is made by bringing foreign nationals to the 
United States, where they can meet Americans and get a first-hand look at the 
society. (p. xxxiii)

In 1998, the USIA maintained more than 200 posts in 143 countries with 
the purpose to clarify and support American foreign policy while supporting 
U.S. national interests. This agency alone published magazines and commer-
cial bulletins in 20 languages, had a wireless file information service in five 
languages, produced films, operated a radio-teletype network, maintained a 
World Wide Web site, supported a speaker program abroad, supported public-
access libraries, sponsored exchange and visitor programs, and broadcasts 
more than 900 hours a week through VOA in 47 languages, including English. 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty broadcasts more than 500 hours a week in 
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23 languages. VOA “WORLD-NET” is a satellite television network estab-
lished in 1983. News, educational, and cultural programs are broadcast 24 
hours a day to millions of viewers through American embassies, U.S. 
Information Services posts, and foreign television and cable networks. The 
USIA was moved back into the State Department during the Clinton adminis-
tration and became known as the Bureau of International Information 
Programs (IIP). President Clinton called the propaganda from the bureau one 
of “the most effective foreign policy tools we have” (Parry-Giles, 2002,  
p. 191). Under the George W. Bush administration, the IIP was “the principal 
international strategic communications entity for the foreign affairs commu-
nity” (U.S. Department of State, n.d.). Its mission statement was to “inform, 
engage, and influence international audiences about U.S. policy and society to 
advance America’s interests.” The Foreign Affairs and Restructuring Act abol-
ished the U.S. Information Agency effective October 1, 1999, when its infor-
mation and exchange functions were folded in the Department of State under 
the newly created Under Secretary for Public Affairs and Public Diplomacy. 
Broadcasting functions, including the Voice of America, Radio and TV Marti, 
Radio Free Europe, and Radio Liberty, were consolidated as an independent 
entity under the Broadcasting Board of Governors, which continues indepen-
dently as a separate entity from the State Department.

Another form of facilitative propaganda is helping societies restore their 
institutions after war or conflict. American soldiers in Afghanistan have been 
rebuilding schools in Paktia with the objective of winning enough gratitude 
and loyalty from the local Afghans to undercut any support for the defeated 
Taliban movement (Constable, 2002, p. 15). Under the Obama administra-
tion, the Department of Commerce has an Afghanistan Investment and 
Reconstructive Task Force to encourage business opportunities to develop 
the economy in Afghanistan and Pakistan (“What’s New in the Strategy for 
Afghanistan and Pakistan,” 2010).

The use of propaganda is prevalent in the world today. It is not only obvious 
in war-torn countries, divisions between and among ethnic groups, and strug-
gles for power, but dissemination of propaganda is easier than it has ever been. 
Communication networks have expanded and changed, and information tends 
to be more accessible. The institutions of modern society, government, business, 
and religion retain the need to manipulate responses deliberately.

A Model of Propaganda

The literature of propaganda often refers to “mass persuasion,” suggesting 
that propaganda is persuasion on a one-to-many basis. Propaganda tends to 
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be linked with a general societal process, whereas persuasion is regarded as 
an individual psychological process. Propaganda has not been altogether 
successfully differentiated from persuasion by other writers. The model in 
Figure 1.6 is our attempt to differentiate between them and to demonstrate 
a separation according to purpose and process. The model also reveals the 
similarity between persuasion and propaganda, with subtle differences of 
technique used according to purpose.

Communication Defined

Communication is a process in which a sender transmits a message to a 
receiver through a channel. This process has been represented by both linear 
and transactional models. One of the earliest models of communication was 
developed by Aristotle (333 b.c.e.), who described a speaker, a speech, and 
an audience as the major components of the communication act. A linear 
model that influenced communication research was developed by Shannon 
and Weaver in 1949 for the study of electronic engineering. Its components 
were source, message, transmitter, signal, and receiver. Other linear commu-
nication models that followed were similar to Shannon and Weaver’s because 
they emphasized source, message, channel, and response.

Communication involves attempts to share meaning through a process of 
symbolic interaction between and among human beings. Communication 

Figure 1.6  The Jowett/O’Donnell purpose model of propaganda.
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has been defined as “an essential life process of exchange through which 
humans create, acquire, transmit, and utilize information” (O’Donnell, 
1993, p. 8). Communication is built around an exchange of information that 
has both intended and perceived meaning. Information exchange can reduce 
uncertainty after several cycles of exchange. The tendency is for the sender 
and the receiver to move toward one point, for one to move toward the 
other, or for both to unite in a common interest or focus.

A straightforward definition of the communication process is that which 
happens when A (sender) communicates to B (receiver) about X (Westley & 
MacLean, 1977). A may be a person, a group, or a social system. B may be 
a person, a group, or a social system as well. Communication may be a 
human face-to-face transaction, but it is also often a mediated interaction 
whereby A communicates to B through C about X. Here, C is a gatekeeper, 
an encoder of a message, or quite possibly an agent for B (Westley & 
MacLean, 1977). Today C is very likely to be a computer, a smart phone, or 
other technological device.

It is important to examine both the message and the response to it in the 
study of communication. Responses may be in the realm of feedback, or they 
may be examined as effects on the audience. The elements of face-to-face or 
mediated communication or both must be examined in the light of the con-
text in which they occur, both in a specific and an immediate sense and in 
the social-cultural framework of the times. Information, persuasion, and 
propaganda are all types of communication.

Propaganda and Information

Communication has been defined as a process of exchange in which 
sender and receiver, either through mediated or nonmediated means, create, 
acquire, transmit, and use information. When the information is used to 
accomplish a purpose of sharing, explaining, or instructing, this is consid-
ered to be informative communication. People seek information when they 
need to understand their world. Once gained, information tends to reduce 
uncertainty. Uncertainty reduction is usually acquired through the commu-
nication of messages; thus, messages can be analyzed in terms of the amount 
of uncertainty they remove. Informative messages affect receivers by allow-
ing them to acquire information, understand their world, and learn.

Generally, informative communication is thought to be neutral because it 
is characterized by a very special and limited use of language. Informative 
discourse is communication about subject matter that has attained the 
privileged status of being beyond dispute. Whenever information is regarded 
as disputable by either the sender or the receiver, the communication has 
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difficulty proceeding as information. An informative communicator differs 
from other kinds of communicators by having the purpose of creating 
mutual understanding of data that are considered to be accurate, concepts 
that are considered to be indisputable, and ideas that are based on facts.

Propaganda uses informative communication in a similar fashion. The 
difference is that the purpose exceeds the notion of mutual understanding. 
The purpose of propaganda is to promote a partisan or competitive cause in 
the best interest of the propagandist but not necessarily in the best interest 
of the recipient. The recipient, however, may believe that the communication 
is merely informative. As we pointed out in the example of VOA, white pro-
paganda is very similar to informative communication. Information is 
imparted from an identifiable source, and the information is accurate. The 
distinction between white propaganda and informative communication is 
that white propaganda informs solely to promote a specific ideology. 
Techniques of informative communication are also used in gray and black 
propaganda, but the information is not likely to be accurate or even based 
in reality. The propaganda bureau of Nazi Germany was known as the 
“Ministry of Information,” an excellent example of black propaganda 
parading as information.

Many writers grapple with the distinction between propaganda and infor-
mative communication in educational practices that include the communica-
tive purpose of instructing for mutual understanding. Elliot Aronson (1980, 
p. 60) questioned whether educators are merely imparting knowledge or 
skill. One subject area that Aronson questioned is arithmetic. He pointed out 
that most examples in elementary school arithmetic texts deal with buying, 
selling, renting, working for wages, and computing interest. He also cited 
Zimbardo, Ebbeson, and Maslach (1977), who thought these examples did 
more than simply reflect the capitalist system in which education occurs. The 
point is that arithmetic problems with a capitalist ideological base endorse 
the system, legitimate it, and suggest that it is the natural and normal way. 
Aronson said that interpretation of an instructional practice depends largely 
on the values of the person interpreting it. Four authors were asked by uni-
versity researchers if their management textbooks are propaganda. Although 
their responses varied, “all four authors [said that they] write their textbooks 
to support a managerial ideology.” The researchers concluded that the 
managerial ideology “would seem to serve the interest of other groups who 
are also currently most powerful in management education” (Cameron, 
Ireland, Lussier, New, & Robbins, 2003, pp. 726–728). (William E. Griffith, 
in his essay on communist propaganda, referred to propaganda and educa-
tion interchangeably. He said that educating the masses has been the same 
as propaganda [cited in Lasswell, Lerner, & Speier, 1980, pp. 239–258].)
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By evaluating educational practices according to their ends rather than 
their means, however, one can observe the use of informative communica-
tion as a means of achieving a propagandistic end in practices such as the 
ones described earlier.

Further complicating the meaning of information is the use of the term 
“information dominance,” which has come to mean the integrated concep-
tion of media and communication. This has become so important to the 
military that it is called information operations, defined as “the employment 
of the core capabilities of electronic warfare, computer network operations, 
psychological operations, military deception, and operations security, in 
concert with specified supporting and related capabilities, to affect or defend 
information and information systems, and to influence decision making” 
(quoted from a military manual by Miller, 2004, p. 8). Information domi-
nance is also used by the military to mean maintaining and applying a supe-
rior understanding of a battlefield situation (Johnson 2013, p. 3). Information 
dominance, according to Miller, integrates “propaganda and psychological 
operations into a much wider conception of information war” as a military 
strategy (p. 8). Another form of information dominance is to deny, degrade, 
and destroy enemy capabilities to destroy unfriendly information that inter-
feres or challenges the dominance of a government (Miller, 2004, p. 13). The 
U.S. Navy has a Center for Information Dominance with the mission to 
“deliver full spectrum Cyber Information Warfare, and Intelligence Training 
to achieve decision superiority” (U.S. Navy, 2013).

Propaganda and Persuasion

Persuasion Defined

Persuasion as a subset of communication is usually defined as a commu-
nicative process to influence others. A persuasive message has a point of view 
or desired behavior for the recipient to adopt in a voluntary fashion. Victoria 
O’Donnell and June Kable (1982) defined persuasion as

a complex, continuing, interactive process in which a sender and a receiver are 
linked by symbols, verbal and nonverbal, through which the persuader attempts 
to influence the persuadee to adopt a change in a given attitude or behavior 
because the persuadee has had perceptions enlarged or changed. (p. 9)

Persuasion has the effect, when it is successful, of resulting in a reaction 
such as “I never saw it that way before.” What happens is that the recipient 
of the persuasive interaction relates to, or contrasts the message with, his or 
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her existing repertoire of information, beliefs, attitudes, and experiences. The 
process of persuasion is an interactive one in which the recipient foresees the 
fulfillment of a personal or societal need or desire if the persuasive purpose 
is adopted. The persuader also has a need fulfilled if the persuadee accepts 
the persuasive purpose. Because both persuader and persuadee stand to have 
their needs fulfilled, persuasion is regarded as more mutually satisfying than 
propaganda.

Persuasion Is Transactional

People respond to persuasion that promises to help them in some way by 
satisfying their wants or needs. That is why the persuader must think in 
terms of the persuadee’s needs, as well as his or her own. Persuasion is a 
reciprocal process in which both parties are dependent on one another. It is 
a situation of interactive or transactive dependency. Interactive suggests turn 
taking, whereas transactive suggests a more continuous and dynamic process 
of cocreating meaning. The persuader who understands that persuasion is 
interactive or a transaction in which both parties approach a message-event 
and use it to attempt to fulfill needs will never assume a passive audience. 
An active audience seeks to have its needs fulfilled by the persuader, and an 
active persuader knows how to appeal to audience needs by asking the audi-
ence to fill his or her needs by adopting the message-purpose. A politician 
seeking votes must address the needs of the voters. If the voters are con-
vinced that the politician will fulfill their needs, then they will fulfill the 
needs of the politician by casting positive votes at election time.

Responses to Persuasion

Persuasion attempts to evoke a specific change in the attitudes or behaviors 
of an audience. The change sought is a specific response from the audience. 
Three different forms of response are possible (Roloff & Miller, 1980, p. 16).

First is response shaping. This is similar to learning, wherein the per-
suader is a teacher and the audience is a student. A persuader may attempt 
to shape the response of an audience by teaching it how to behave and offer 
positive reinforcement for learning. If audience responses favorable to the 
persuader’s purpose are reinforced by rewards to the audience, positive atti-
tudes are developed toward what is learned. The audience has a need for 
positive reinforcement filled, and the persuader has a need for a desired 
response from the audience filled.

Second is response reinforcing. If the people in the audience already  
have positive attitudes toward a subject, the persuader reminds them about the 
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positive attitudes and stimulates them to feel even more strongly by demonstrat-
ing their attitudes through specified forms of behavior. Much persuasion in 
today’s society is response reinforcing (e.g., blood drives, fund-raising, pep rallies, 
helping others), but people have to be motivated to go out and do these things 
year after year. Very little controversy surrounds these situations, but people’s 
emotional needs have to be aroused to get them to get out and give blood or 
money or team support and other activities requiring effort, time, and money.

Third is response changing. This is the most difficult kind of persuasion 
because it involves asking people to switch from one attitude to another 
(“Support universal health care”), to go from a neutral position to a positive 
or negative one (“Support the community’s recycling program”), to change 
behavior (“Practice safe sex”), or to adopt a new behavior (“Host an inter-
national student for the summer”). People are reluctant to change; thus, to 
convince them to do so, the persuader has to relate the change to something 
in which the persuadee already believes. This is called an anchor because it 
is already accepted by the persuadee and will be used to tie down new atti-
tudes or behaviors. An anchor is a starting point for change because it rep-
resents something already widely accepted by potential persuadees. Anchors 
can be beliefs, values, attitudes, behaviors, and group norms. In 1943, during 
World War II, the illustrator Norman Rockwell used the anchors of the four 
freedoms declared by President Franklin D. Roosevelt (freedom from want, 
freedom from fear, freedom to worship, and freedom of speech) in posters to 
get people to buy savings bonds. The freedom of speech poster proclaimed 
“Save freedom of speech, buy war bonds” (see Figure 1.7).

Beliefs

A belief is a perceived link between any two aspects of a person’s world 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975, p. 131). A belief expresses a relationship between 
two things (“I believe that a laptop computer will help me get better grades”) 
or a thing and a characteristic of that thing (“I believe that life once existed 
on Mars”). We have thousands of beliefs. To change old beliefs or to create 
new ones, a persuader has to build on beliefs that already exist in the minds 
of the audience. A persuader has to use anchors of belief to create new belief. 
The stronger the belief of a receiver, the more likely it is to influence the 
formation of a new belief.

Values

A value is a special kind of belief that endures and is not likely to change. 
A value is a belief that is prescriptive and a guideline for a person’s behavior. 
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A value can be a standard for behavior (honesty, sensitivity) or a desired end 
(success, power). Values are concepts of right and wrong, good and bad, or 
desirable and undesirable. Schwartz and Bilsky (1987, p. 551), after a review 
of the literature on values, designated five features that are common to most 
definitions of values: (a) concepts or beliefs (b) about desirable end states or 
behaviors (c) that transcend specific situations, (d) guide selection or evalu-
ation of behavior or events, and (e) are ordered by relative importance.

Personal values are derived from cultural values that tend to be uto-
pian, mythic, and pragmatic. For example, many people share a national 

Figure 1.7  Norman Rockwell poster. The setting is a New England 
town meeting. The speaker’s hands are those of a 
laborer conveyed by color and texture. The detail 
conveys the idea that in a democracy, everyone has an 
equal voice regardless of social and economic status.
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vision that embraces the belief in popular participation of people in gov-
ernment, in the right to say what you think without restriction, and in 
good conquering evil. A West European research organization, Futuribles, 
through a grant from the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization, conducted a study of 1,125 experts throughout 
the world to predict their countries’ core values for the year 2000. The 
experts from North America, primarily the United States, predicted that 
the top-ranked values would include possession of material wealth, 
health, jobs and work, individual liberty, and social equality. In contrast, 
the experts from Latin American countries predicted survival as the top 
priority, whereas African experts feared the loss of liberty. Schwartz and 
Bilsky (1987) surveyed subjects from Israel and Germany and found 
seven dominant motivational values: enjoyment, achievement, restrictive 
conformity, security, prosocial (active concern for the welfare of others), 
maturity, and self-direction.

When situations arise that pose a conflict between national and personal 
values, people often find it difficult to adapt. A nation’s decision to go to war 
to protect economic assets creates conflict for the people whose children may 
die in battle. People regard their values as very personal and get quite upset 
when these are attacked; thus, the values make strong anchors for both per-
suasion and propaganda.

Attitudes

An attitude is a readiness to respond to an idea, an object, or a course of 
action. It is an internal state of feeling toward, or an evaluative response to, 
an idea, person, or object. It is expressed in a statement that clarifies a posi-
tion (“I like milk in my coffee” or “I disagree with mining in pristine wilder-
ness areas”). An attitude is a relatively enduring predisposition to respond; 
therefore, it already resides in the minds of audience members and can be 
used as an anchor. As people form beliefs about an object, idea, or person, 
they automatically and simultaneously acquire attitudes toward it. Whereas 
each belief is an association of an attribute with an object, an attitude is 
essentially an attribute evaluation.

Attitude change is often the desired response in persuasion; thus, atti-
tudes may be used as anchors (“If you prefer to be physically fit, then you 
should exercise regularly”) or as persuasive end states (“Patients should be 
allowed to sue health maintenance organizations”). People have thousands 
of attitudes—some important, others inconsequential. A persuader and a 
propagandist can use strongly held attitudes as anchors to promote related 
attitude change.
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Behavior

Behavior can be used as an anchor not only because it is an overt expres-
sion of a way of being but also because behavioral patterns are fair predic-
tors of future behaviors. When a behavior is recurrent, a script for behavior 
develops to the point that a great deal of consciousness is not necessary to 
continue the same behavior. References to successful behavior can be moti-
vational. By reminding persuadees that their behavior has meant need fulfill-
ment in the past, a persuader can urge them to use the same or similar 
behavior in the future (“You contributed to the Humane Society in the past 
and helped save the lives of dogs and cats, so give to the present campaign 
to continue saving them”). Conversely, if a certain behavior has negative 
consequences, the persuader can urge persuadees to avoid the consequences 
by discontinuing the behavior (“Secondhand smoke can cause lung cancer, 
so prohibit smoking on campus”).

Another successful motivational strategy is to show persuadees models of 
behavior. Modeling influences new behavior in persuadees because it offers 
new information about how to behave (Bandura, 1986, 2001). Albert 
Bandura’s model of observational learning includes the necessity of symbolic 
representation in words and images for retention of a behavior and identifi-
cation of the subject with the model. Powerful modeling can simultaneously 
change observers’ behaviors, thought patterns, emotional reactions, and 
evaluations. Observational learning includes knowledge of the rules of 
thought, as well as behavior itself. Recognizing that modeling influences are 
no longer confined to live interaction, he said that the range of models to 
which people are exposed on a daily basis has expanded because of social 
media. “New ideas, values, behavior patterns, and social practices are now 
being rapidly diffused worldwide by symbolic modeling in ways that foster 
a globally distributed consciousness” (Bandura, 2001, p. 271).

Group Norms

Group norms are beliefs, values, attitudes, and behaviors derived from 
membership in groups. Group norms can be used as anchors because people 
have a tendency to conform to the norms of the groups to which they 
belong. Psychologist Daryl Bem (1970, p. 75) said that the major influence 
on people is people. Peer pressure influences how people dress, talk, and 
behave. When they are uncertain about what position to take or what to do, 
people often adopt the attitudes and behaviors of their peers. They also suc-
cumb to peer pressure because it is easier to conform than to depart from 
the norms of their groups.



Chapter 1 What Is Propaganda, and How Does It Differ From Persuasion?——43

Another form of group norm is derived from the norms of a reference 
group. Reference groups are groups admired or disliked by nonmembers 
who may be influenced in a positive or negative direction by those groups. 
People may admire the norms of a group such as Amnesty International or 
be repulsed by the norms of the Skinheads.

Resonance

A persuader who is well prepared knows the audience. Anchors can be 
discovered from knowledge of the audience members’ affiliation with 
groups as well as from insight into their beliefs, values, attitudes, and behav-
iors. Because these categories constitute important attributes of the audi-
ence, they can be used to motivate the audience to accept the purpose of the 
persuader. Both persuasion and propaganda tend to produce messages of 
resonance; that is, the recipients do not perceive the themes of messages to 
be imposed on them from an outside authority to which they are required 
or committed to defer. Rather, the recipients perceive the anchors on which 
the message is based as coming from within themselves. Paul Kecskemeti 
(1973) defined the propagandist’s ideal role in relation to the recipient of 
the message as that of an alter ego: “Someone giving expression to the 
recipient’s own concerns, tensions, aspirations, and hopes. . . . Thus, propa-
ganda . . . denies all distance between the source and the audience: the 
propaganda voices the propagandee’s own feelings” (p. 864). Nazi propa-
ganda relied on resonance by representing legends of the past, familiar 
music, and street theater in its propaganda. There was a bizarre play per-
formed for German railroad workers in 1933. Hitler was compared with 
Jesus Christ in a Christmas nativity play. The performers, dressed as crusad-
ers, acted out the struggle of light and darkness while storm troopers 
marched to the nativity scene carrying swastika flags. An announcer spoke 
over a loudspeaker: “God sent us a savior at the moment of our deepest 
despair; our Führer and our wonderful Stormtroopers” (Clark, 1997, p. 52).

Identification must take place between the persuader and the persuadee 
in persuasive communication. Common sensations, concepts, images, and 
ideas that make them feel as one are shared. A persuader analyzes an audi-
ence to be able to express its members’ needs, desires, personal and social 
beliefs, attitudes, and values, as well as their attitudes and concerns about 
the social outcome of the persuasive situation. The persuader is a voice from 
without, speaking the language of the audience members’ voices within. Yet, 
persuasive communication may be dialectic in nature and preclude homo-
geneity. Conversely, the propaganda message is more often homogeneous 
because it is more likely to be sent to a mass audience than to one person 
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in an interpersonal setting. Exceptions to this exist, of course, when the 
propagandist works one-on-one with various subjects.

Persuasion Seeks Voluntary Change

In general, practitioners of persuasion assume that the audience has access 
to information about the other side of a controversial issue as well as expo-
sure to counterpersuasion. In other words, there is a recognition that any 
change that occurs within audience perceptions, cognitions, or behaviors 
will be voluntary change. Both parties, persuader and persuadee, will per-
ceive the change due to persuasion as mutually beneficial.

Misleading and Manipulating an Audience

Of course, a persuader can mislead an audience regarding the true inten-
tion. Sometimes an audience is aware of this, which gives an aura of voluntary 
compliance; that is, the audience can decide to make a choice to change while 
knowing quite well that the persuader has a hidden agenda. Sometimes an 
audience will believe a persuader’s spoken intent, and consequently, it will be 
manipulated and used without knowing what is happening. This we regard as 
propaganda. More commonly, however, the propagandist exploits an audi-
ence’s beliefs or values or group norms in such a way as to fan the fires of 
prejudice or self-interest. When the audience goes along with such practices, a 
certain kind of mutual reciprocity occurs because both parties have needs 
fulfilled. The audience’s needs—the reinforcement of prejudicial or self-serving 
attitudes—get fulfilled and spoken; but the propagandist’s needs—the attain-
ment of a selfish end through the audience’s compliance—get fulfilled but not 
spoken. A 1993 Roper poll revealed that 22% of U.S. adults and 20% of U.S. 
high school students believed it was possible that the Holocaust did not hap-
pen. Deborah Lipstadt (1993) attributed this to partial ignorance on the part 
of those surveyed but also recognized that Holocaust denial stems from “a 
mélange of extremist, racist, and nativist sentiments” (p. 4).

In contrast, no audience members, no matter how perverse their own 
needs, will put up with knowing that they are being manipulated and used 
to fulfill another’s selfish needs. Thus, the propagandist cannot reveal the 
true intent of the message.

Rhetorical Background and the Ethics of Persuasion

Since the beginnings of the study of rhetoric, which was synonymous with 
persuasion until the early 20th century, theorists and practitioners have been 
concerned with ethics. The form of government in ancient Greece encouraged 
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public speaking. Citizens voiced their opinions openly and were encouraged to 
share in making political and judicial decisions. Because civic responsibility was 
presumed, encouragement to be honorable citizens and to acquire skill in pub-
lic statement was strong. The Athenian system disqualified any speaker who 
was “suspected of certain dishonorable acts . . . he could be prosecuted, not for 
the offense, but for continuing to speak in the assembly after committing the 
offense” (Bonner, 1933, p. 80). People studied the art of rhetoric almost as an 
entire system of higher education, if not a way of life (Hunt, 1925, p. 3).

Plato opposed the place of rhetoric in Athenian life as well as whatever 
part rhetoric had in influencing public opinion. As Hunt (1925) said, “He 
despised mere opinion almost as much as he did the public” (p. 3). He 
believed in a government ruled by philosopher-kings and not a government 
in which rhetoric was employed by those who did not possess true wisdom 
or knowledge. As a result, two of his writings, the Gorgias and the Phaedrus, 
attacked rhetoric as a system capable of making the worse appear the better 
reason. In the Gorgias, Plato criticized the study of rhetoric for misleading 
people into believing that, by attempting through words to achieve what is 
good, they could do good. Without insight and wisdom, a person who stud-
ied rhetoric was likely to become what we would call a propagandist. Plato, 
through his spokesman Socrates, posed the following questions:

Do the rhetoricians appear to you always to speak with a view to what is best, 
aiming at this, that the citizens may be made as good as possible by their dis-
courses? Or do they, too, endeavor to gratify the citizens, and neglecting the 
public interest for the sake of their own private advantage, do they treat the 
people as children, trying only to gratify them, without being in the least con-
cerned whether they shall become better or worse by these means? (cited in 
Cary, 1854, pp. 125–126)

Plato became more accepting of rhetoric in the Phaedrus, for Plato 
admonished the rhetorician to have high moral purpose and knowledge of 
truth or else not attempt rhetoric at all. Through the exhibition of three 
speeches about love, which represent three different kinds of speakers, Plato 
contrasted the neutral, the evil, and the noble lovers/speakers. The second 
lover/speaker is evil and insincere and attempts to exploit, deceive, and 
manipulate his audience, whereas the third lover/speaker is noble and has a 
genuine desire to help the audience and to actualize its ideals. Plato summed 
up the best of the speakers by having Socrates say,

A man must know the truth about each particular of which he speaks or 
writes. . . . Not till then can discourses be artistic as far as it lies in the nature 
of their genus to be made so, to be controlled by art for the purpose of instruc-
tion or persuasion. (cited in Bailey, 1965, p. 51)
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Aristotle, the great philosopher and social interpreter of fourth-century 
Greece, produced many classical works about the nature of ideas and people. 
The work that is seminal in the field of persuasion is Rhetoric (L. Cooper, 
1932). Although Aristotle studied with Plato at the academy and embraced 
many ideas that Plato expressed in the Phaedrus, Rhetoric tends to be detached 
from issues of morality. Rather, it is an amoral and scientific analysis of rheto-
ric, defined as “the faculty of discovering in the particular case what are the 
available means of persuasion” (L. Cooper, 1932, p. 7). Yet, in Rhetoric, 
Aristotle establishes the concept of credibility (ethos) as a form of proof and 
mode of persuasion. Ethos, an artistic proof established within the discourse 
itself, provides the audience with insight into the persuader’s character, integrity, 
and goodwill. Other forms of proof are emotional appeal (pathos) and the 
speech itself, its reasoning and arguments (logos), defined by Aristotle as “when 
we have proved a truth or an apparent truth from such means of persuasion as 
are appropriate to a particular subject” (cited in L. Cooper, 1932, p. 9).

Central to the study of rhetoric is the audience, which Aristotle classified and 
analyzed. Logic is established through audience participation in an interactive 
reasoning process. Known as the enthymeme, this practical device is regarded 
by many as a syllogism with some part or parts missing. In fact, the enthymeme 
enables the persuader and persuadees to co-create reasoning by dialectically 
coming to a conclusion. It requires the audience mentally to fill in parts of the 
reasoning process, thus stimulating involvement. Aristotle regarded the 
enthymeme as a way of guarding truth and justice against falsehood and 
wrong. He believed that audiences could not follow close and careful logical 
reasoning related to universal truths but could participate in reasoning related 
to probability in the sphere of human affairs. In his Nicomachean Ethics, 
Aristotle dealt with his expectations for high moral principles and analyzed 
virtue and vice to provide strategies for ethos, or character of the speaker. With 
regard to persuasion, he indicated that a crafty person could artfully manipu-
late the instruments of rhetoric for either honest or dishonest ends. Depending 
on which end is desired, the use of rhetorical devices is judged accordingly: 
“If . . . the aim be good, the cleverness is praiseworthy; but if it be bad, it 
becomes craft” (cited in Browne, 1850, VI, pp. xii, 8). MacCunn (1906) inter-
preted this to mean that the Aristotelian thesis postulates that “cleverness and 
character must strike alliance” (p. 298). MacCunn also saw Aristotle’s general 
point of view as judging the means according to the ends sought: “He who 
would win the harper’s skill must win by harping; he who would write, by 
writing; he who would heal the sick by healing them. In these, as indeed in  
all the arts, faculty is begotten of function, and definite proclivity comes of 
determinate acts” (p. 301). Aristotle believed that the ethics of rhetoric could  
be judged by the speaker’s intent, the means used in the speech to further the 
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argument, and accompanying circumstances. He also thought the integration 
of reason and emotional appeals was acceptable as long as the speaker advo-
cated for the general public good.

Quintilian, the premier teacher of imperial rhetoric in Rome during the 
first century c.e., wrote the Institutes of Oratory, in which he advocated the 
necessity of credibility, arguing on behalf of Cato’s definition: “An orator is a 
good man, skilled in speaking” (cited in Benson & Prosser, 1969, p. 118). This 
concept was reiterated by St. Augustine in his fifth-century work on Christian 
preaching and rhetoric, On Christian Doctrine. Insistence on truth as the 
overall objective of public speaking is the cardinal tenet of this treatise.  
St. Augustine was concerned about using rhetorical techniques for false per-
suasion, but he thought the way it was used did not reflect on rhetoric itself:

There are also rules for a more copious kind of argument, which is called elo-
quence, and these rules are not the less true that they can be used for persuad-
ing men of what is false, but as they can be used to enforce the truth as well, 
it is not the faculty itself that is to be blamed, but the perversity of those who 
put it to a bad use. (cited in J. F. Shaw, 1873, IX, p. 5)

Classical concepts of rhetoric, especially that of the good man speaking 
well, were revitalized throughout the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and the 
Reformation. Neoclassicism held forth in theoretical works on persuasion 
despite the appearance of despotic princes and authoritarian rulers in the same 
countries in which the rhetorical works were published. In 1513, Machiavelli 
wrote The Prince, advocating that deception to gain and maintain control be 
used, that the ends justified the means, and that the public was easily cor-
rupted. He said, however, that force was needed to coerce the public as well:

The populace is by nature fickle; it is easy to persuade them of something, but 
difficult to confirm them in that persuasion. Therefore one must urgently 
arrange matters so that when they no longer believe they can be made to 
believe by force. (Machiavelli, 1513/1961, p. 19)

Machiavelli accurately described the demagogue/propagandist—
“everyone sees who you appear to be, few sense who you really are”—and 
elaborated thusly:

A prince, therefore, need not necessarily have all the good qualities I mentioned 
above, but he should certainly appear to have them. . . . He should appear to 
be compassionate, faithful to his word, kind, guileless, and devout. . . . But his 
disposition should be such that, if he needs to be the opposite, he knows how. 
(pp. 55–56)
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In the same century, rhetorical theorists such as Philipp Melanchthon, the 
humanist educator, contemporary of Martin Luther, and major religious 
reformer of Germany; Leonard Cox, the first to write a treatise on rhetoric 
in the English language; and Thomas Wilson, Elizabeth I’s secretary of state, 
whose Arte of Rhetorique was published eight times in 30 years from 1553 
to 1583, were turning out works that echoed the ethical principles of Plato, 
Cicero, and Quintilian.

Even after the Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide became an official 
organ of the Roman Catholic Church in 1622, no rhetorical theorist addressed 
its implications with regard to persuasion. The major rhetorical works of the 
17th century were Francis Bacon’s four treatises—adapting classical rhetoric 
to the needs of the scientist and affirming the value of ornamentation and 
imaginative coloring in rhetoric—and the works of the early elocutionists 
Robert Robinson and John Bulwer, whose delivery foreshadowed the rhetori-
cal movement that placed major emphasis on delivery and pronunciation.

Rhetoric and Propaganda

The study of persuasion in the theories of rhetoric laid down throughout 
the centuries emphasized adherence to the truth and sound reason in revealing 
the real intent of the persuader, demonstration of a conclusion based on evi-
dence and reasoning, and a sincere concern for the welfare of the audience. 
These are the humanistic concerns of the classicists. It can be argued that the 
humanists were concerned with eloquence and consequently preferred rhetoric 
to logic. No major rhetorical theories have come from nations whose govern-
ments have been totalitarian; thus, the history of rhetoric hardly includes the 
study of propaganda except for allusions to misuse of rhetorical techniques for 
dishonest ends. The Bolsheviks had Eisenstein to describe and demonstrate the 
use of propaganda in film, and the Nazis had Hitler’s Mein Kampf and 
Goebbels’s diaries as guidelines for propaganda, but these have not been part 
of the history of rhetorical theory. The reason for this comes from the rhetori-
cian’s insistence on a consideration of ethics in rhetoric. Not until Kenneth 
Burke, the American literary critic, wrote “The Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle’” in 
1939 (in Burke, 1941/1973) did a serious rhetorical critic tackle and analyze 
propaganda while simultaneously contributing new ideas to rhetorical theory.

Drawing on what he called the Dramatistic Pentad—five interrelated 
motivational or causal points of view—Burke (1941/1973) analyzed the 
act (what took place in thought or deed), the scene (the background of the 
act, the situation in which it occurred), the agent (the actor or person or 
institution that performed the act), the agency or agencies (the means or 
instruments used by the agent), and the purpose (the motive or cause 
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behind the act). Burke determined that, in Mein Kampf, (a) the act was the 
bastardization of religious thought; (b) the scene was discordant elements 
in a culture progressively weakened by capitalist materialism; (c) the agent 
was Hitler; (d) the agencies were unity identification such as “one voice” 
(the Reich, Munich, the army, German democracy, race, nation, Aryan, 
heroism, etc.) versus disunity identification such as images, ideas, and so 
on of the parliamentary wrangle of the Hapsburgs, Babel of opinion, and 
Jewish cunning, together with spiritualization and materialization tech-
niques; and (e) the purpose was the unification of the German people. 
Burke’s description of Hitler’s strategies to control the German people is a 
masterful criticism of propaganda, yet it also is heavily flavored with mor-
alistic judgment. It warns the reader about “what to guard against if we 
are to forestall the concocting of similar medicine in America” (p. 191).

Donald C. Bryant’s (1953) seminal essay, Rhetoric: Its Function and 
Scope, devotes a few pages to propaganda, which includes advertising and 
certain political discourse as “partial, incomplete, and perhaps misused, 
rhetorics” (p. 413). He characterized propaganda by technique—excluding 
competing ideas, short-circuiting informed judgment, ignoring alternative 
ideas or courses of action, and in general subverting rational processes. 
Although Bryant did not engage in propaganda analysis or add new insight 
into understanding propaganda, he acknowledged that the understanding of 
propaganda is grounded in the understanding of rhetoric. His stance is a 
classical one, for he said, “The major techniques of this propaganda are long 
known rhetorical techniques gone wrong” (p. 415).

While scholars such as Gurak and Antonijevic (2009) have explored 
digital rhetoric, recognizing its wide reach, speed, combinations of verbal 
and visual material, possible anonymity, and an interactive audience through 
the Internet, urging the study of different contexts and distribution methods, 
they have not addressed how prolific propaganda rhetoric is on the Internet. 
No doubt such analyses will be forthcoming.

Contemporary rhetorical theorists have focused on intention in rhetoric. 
They note that intention means that a person “plans to obtain a specifiable 
outcome” (Arnold & Bowers, 1984, pp. 875–876). It is not always possible 
to know the exact intent of a propagandist; that is why historical analysis 
may be more exacting than analysis of current propaganda. Although few 
rhetorical theorists discussed propaganda, the study of persuasion blos-
somed in the 20th century as an inquiry into behaviorism. This happened 
almost concurrently with the serious study of propaganda by social scien-
tists. This development and synopsis of the resulting research is presented 
in Chapter 4. Now let’s return to the model that depicts propaganda as a 
special form of communication.
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Propaganda as a Form of Communication

Propaganda may appear to be informative communication when ideas are 
shared, something is explained, or instruction takes place. Information com-
municated by the propagandist may appear to be indisputable and totally 
factual. The propagandist knows, however, that the purpose is not to pro-
mote mutual understanding but rather to promote his or her own objectives. 
Thus, the propagandist will attempt to control information flow and man-
age a certain public’s opinion by shaping perceptions through strategies of 
informative communication.

A persuader, likewise, shares ideas, explains, or instructs within the pur-
pose of promoting the mutual satisfaction of needs. In fact, a persuader 
skillfully uses evidence to teach potential persuadees with the intent of 
response shaping. Evidence itself does not persuade, but it can enhance a 
persuader’s credibility (McCroskey, 1969). Persuaders, however, do not try 
to appear as informers. An effective persuader makes the purpose as clear as 
possible to bring about attitude or behavior change. The explicitly stated 
conclusion is twice as likely to get the desired audience response compared 
with the suggested one (Biddle, 1966; Hovland & Mandell, 1952). The pro-
pagandist may appear to have a clear purpose and certainly an explicitly 
stated conclusion, but the true purpose is likely to be concealed.

Concealed Purpose

The propagandist is very likely to appear as a persuader with a stated 
purpose that seems to satisfy mutual needs. In reality, however, the propagan-
dist wants to promote his or her own interests or those of an organization—
sometimes at the expense of the recipients, sometimes not. The point is that 
the propagandist does not regard the well-being of the audience as a primary 
concern. The propagandist is likely to be detached from the recipients. Not 
only does the propagandist not care about the audience, but he or she may 
also not believe in the message that is being sent. In fact, concealment of 
purpose may not be the only deviousness. Often, propagandists do not want 
their identity known.

Concealed Identity

Identity concealment is often necessary for the propagandist to achieve 
desired objectives and goals. The propagandist seeks to control the flow of 
information, manage public opinion, and manipulate behavioral patterns. 
These are the kinds of objectives that might not be achieved if the true intent 
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were known or if the real source were revealed. As previously noted, it is 
possible to conceal identity on the Internet.

Control of Information Flow

Control of information flow takes the form of withholding information, 
releasing information at predetermined times, releasing information in jux-
taposition with other information that may influence public perception, 
manufacturing information, communicating information to selective audi-
ences, and distorting information. The propagandist tries to control infor-
mation flow in two major ways: (a) controlling the media as a source of 
information distribution and (b) presenting distorted information from 
what appears to be a credible source. Using journalists to infiltrate the 
media and spread disinformation is one way to present distorted informa-
tion. A public relations expert, Victoria Clarke, developed the Pentagon’s 
media operation, including the program to embed American journalists 
with American troops in Iraq in 2003–2005. This may have been intended 
as a form of controlling information flow because the journalists get emo-
tionally attached to their units, thus causing their reporting to be emotional. 
It should also be noted that embedded journalists must sign a contract to 
check each story with the military media liaison officer in both the United 
States and the United Kingdom (Miller, 2004, p. 9).

Slobodon Milosevic of Serbia and Franjo Tudjman of Croatia seized con-
trol of most of the media and used newspaper, radio, and television reports 
of atrocities to fan the fires of hatred on both sides during the Serbian-
Croatian war in the former Yugoslavia. The reporting on Belgrade television 
was so biased that thousands of people staged a huge demonstration to 
protest. In Croatia, Tudjman removed personnel at Croatian television and 
the newspaper Vjesnik and replaced them with his own people. In Russia, 
opponents of Prime Minister Vladimir Putin are digitally erased when they 
appear on Kremlin-controlled television networks. Even comedians are 
barred from making political jokes. Talk show hosts are told which guests 
they can invite (Levy, 2008).

Altheide and Johnson (1980) made a case for what they called “bureau-
cratic propaganda,” in which organizations as diverse as the military, televi-
sion networks, and evangelical crusades release official reports containing 
what appears to be scientifically gathered and objective information to 
influential groups with the purpose of maintaining the legitimacy of the 
organizations and their activities. The information in the official reports is 
often contrived, distorted, or falsely interpreted. This information, according 
to Altheide and Johnson, may never be seen by the public but rather by a 
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congressional committee or some citizens group and may be used for some 
action or program.

Other reasons for corporate information control are secrecy in new prod-
uct development or suppression of data about products that are hazardous 
to human health and the environment.

Minority opinion may be suppressed to maintain an appearance of a 
strong base of support. Colluding sources of information that support the 
propagandist’s intent will be disseminated, whereas opposing sources are 
likely to be suppressed. When Chinese students demonstrated in Tiananmen 
Square in Beijing in 1989, the government blacked out news reports of the 
protest to smaller cities and the countryside. Chinese citizens in these areas 
never knew about the Beijing unrest and the demands for reforms. The world 
saw the demonstrations because the media were in Beijing to cover Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s visit there. When the government brutally massacred student 
protestors fleeing from tanks and grenades, it distorted the truth by claiming 
that thugs and counterrevolutionaries had murdered soldiers of the People’s 
Republic of China, who fired back in self-defense. Here, the Chinese govern-
ment successfully controlled information flow to its own people, but other 
people of the world knew about it.

Expansion of access to information around the world through new mass 
communication technologies has made control of information flow difficult. 
CNN and the BBC World Service bring television news to almost everyone 
except where they have been banned in North Korea and China (Bogart, 
1995, p. xxxiii). Htun Aung Gyaw, who was sentenced to death in absentia 
in Burma for leading the student resistance to the Burmese military regime 
and who escaped to the United States, runs the Civil Society for Burma over 
the Internet from Ithaca, New York (http://csburma.net). He gets information 
to supporters in Burma, who then smuggle it to the resistance workers. He 
also sends faxes to foreign companies that do business in Burma to detail the 
atrocities of the military regime (Ryan, 1998, p. 12). Censorship is stringent 
in North Korea where cellphones are illegal; newspapers, radio, and televi-
sion are tightly controlled by the government; and ordinary citizens cannot 
access the Internet. Enforcement is carried out by security troops who enter 
and check homes. Yet, human rights activists have recruited North Koreans 
who are permitted to travel, arming them with cellphones, then posting their 
phoned and texted reports on websites seen in South Korea and America. The 
North Korean government, however, monitors cellphone calls, and police 
drive around the countryside with tracking devices. If caught, the callers are 
publicly executed (Sang-Hun, 2010). In order to foster economic benefits, 
North Korea has begun to open the Internet to selected users while ensuring 
regime security. A “Mosquito Net” method of Internet control will be set up 
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to block threatening online information. It should be noted that Internet ser-
vice did not begin until the government finished the technological develop-
ment of mobile phone wiretapping (Chen, Ko & Lee, 2010, pp. 665–666).

The Management of Public Opinion

Propaganda is most often associated with the management of public opin-
ion. Public opinion has been defined by Land and Sears (1964) as “an implicit 
verbal response or ‘answer’ that an individual gives in response to a particular 
stimulus situation in which some general ‘question’ is raised” (quoted in 
Mitchell, 1970, p. 62). Walter Lippmann (1922/1960) regarded public opin-
ion as that which emanated from persons interested in public affairs, rather 
than as a fixed body of individuals. He believed that public opinion was effec-
tive only if those interested persons supported or opposed the “actors” in 
public affairs. Speier (1950) thought public opinion existed when a unique 
“right” is granted to a significant portion of extragovernmental persons:

In its most attenuated form this right asserts itself as the expectation that the 
government will reveal and explain its decisions in order to enable people 
outside the government to think and talk about these decisions, or to put it in 
terms of democratic amenities, in order to assure “the success” of the govern-
ment’s policy. (quoted in Altheide & Johnson, 1980, p. 7)

Mitchell (1970) gave four forms that public opinion usually takes:  
(a) popular opinion as generalized support for an institution, regime, or 
political system (as opposed to apathy, withdrawal, or alienation); (b) pat-
terns of group loyalties and identifications; (c) public preferences for select 
leaders; and (d) intensely held opinions prevalent among a large public 
regarding public issues and current affairs (pp. 60–61). Mitchell likened the 
propagandist’s management of public opinion to “a burning glass which col-
lects and focuses the diffused warmth of popular emotions, concentrating 
them upon a specific issue on which the warmth becomes heat and may 
reach the firing-point of revivals, risings, revolts, revolutions” (p. 111).

The Manipulation of Behavior

Ultimately, the goal of propaganda is to manipulate behavior and behav-
ioral patterns; external rather than internal public opinion is sought. Voting, 
buying products, selecting entertainment, joining organizations, displaying 
symbols, fighting for a cause, donating to an organization, and other forms 
of action responses are sought from the audiences who are addressed by the 
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persuader and the propagandist. These are overt behaviors that can be 
observed as both verbal and nonverbal responses.

According to Triandis (1977), other categories of behavior are attributive 
behavior, derived from the conclusions drawn about the internal states of oth-
ers from observations of their behavior, and affective behavior, emotional reac-
tions to people and events. An example of an attributive behavior is a 
manufacturer concluding, “Consumers buy our product regularly; therefore, 
they must like it.” Examples of affective behaviors are cheering and yelling for 
a political candidate and experiencing a burst of pride when the national 
anthem is sung. Triandis pointed out that behaviors become habits or behav-
ioral patterns when they are performed repeatedly over a long period of time. 
Patterns in past behaviors or habits are fair predictors of future behaviors. In 
other words, they become “scripts” for behavior in similar situations. When a 
similar situation is encountered, carrying out the same behavior does not 
require a great deal of consciousness (Roloff & Miller, 1980, p. 50). Robert 
Coles’s book The Political Life of Children (1986), which is about how children 
learn about political loyalties from language, religion, and family, tells, for 
example, about the children of war-torn Northern Ireland. The Protestant chil-
dren believe that God is on their side, and Coles relates how their parents sang 
“God Save the Queen” to them while rocking them to sleep in the nursery.

A propagandist or persuader will have difficulty changing behavior if the 
audience already has habits to the contrary. This is especially true when a 
habitual behavior is triggered by emotion (Triandis, 1977, p. 25). The point 
is that behavioral change is not easy to bring about. Both persuaders and 
propagandists are well aware of this and actively seek information regarding 
variables related to behavioral change and predictors of behavior.

Thus, we have seen how propaganda is a form of communication and 
how it uses both informative and persuasive communication concepts to 
promote its own objectives by controlling the flow of information, managing 
public opinion, and manipulating behavioral patterns. Propaganda is a sub-
set of both information and persuasion. Sharing techniques with information 
and persuasion but going beyond their aims, propaganda does not seek 
mutual understanding or mutual fulfillment of needs. Propaganda deliber-
ately and systematically seeks to achieve a response that furthers the desired 
intent of the propagandist.

Overview of the Book

The modern study of propaganda came about after World War I and, inter-
estingly, led the way to the social scientific study of persuasion. At the same 
time, as Doob (1966) pointed out, the word propaganda became less used 
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and was replaced by words such as communication, information, and per-
suasion because they imply no value judgment and tend to embrace the 
development of new communication technologies as well as the “intricate 
perplexities inherent in developing societies and international diplomacy”  
(p. vi). Today, as this book is being written in the midst of the war on terror, 
the word “propaganda” is increasingly seen and heard.

The historical development of propaganda and the developing media and 
audiences are the subjects of Chapters 2 and 3. Chapter 4 reviews the theo-
ries and research regarding persuasion and propaganda. Chapter 5 examines 
the use of propaganda in psychological warfare and the emerging fear of 
propaganda in mass society. The remainder of the book concentrates on 
modern propaganda methods of analysis (Chapter 6), four case studies 
(Chapter 7), and a process model that depicts how propaganda works in 
modern society (Chapter 8).

Note

1. An excellent article that describes China’s vast propaganda system can 
be found in the Journal of Contemporary China. See Brady and Wang (2009) 
in the References.
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2
Propaganda Through the Ages

The use of propaganda has been an integral part of human history and can be 
traced back to ancient Greece for its philosophical and theoretical origins. 
Used effectively by Alexander the Great, the Roman Empire, and the early 
Christians, propaganda became an essential part of the religious conflicts of 
the Reformation. The invention of the printing press was quickly adopted by 
Martin Luther in his fight against the Catholic Church and provided the ideal 
medium for the widespread use of propagandistic materials. Each new medium 
of communication was quickly adopted for use by propagandists, especially 
during the American and French revolutions and later by Napoleon. By the end 
of the 19th century, improvements in the size and speed of the mass media 
had greatly increased the sophistication and effectiveness of propaganda.

In the 20th and 21st centuries, we have witnessed an unprecedented growth 
in the scope and speed of communication technologies, which has far out-

stripped the ability to control the continuous flow of information that ema-
nates from a myriad of sources. This development has greatly enhanced the 
ability of a would-be propagandist to spread a message quickly, efficiently, 
and often without challenge from countervailing sources. The result has been 
a worldwide proliferation of propagandistic information on a wide range of 
subjects. In particular, since the dramatic events surrounding the attack on the 
World Trade Center in New York on September 11, 2001, there has been a 
significant growth in satellite-based television news broadcasting vying for 
the attention of an international audience. The growth of the Internet has 
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made it possible for new “social media” such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
and YouTube, as well as the popular search engine Google, to become sig-
nificant worldwide sources of uncontrolled information.

The use of propaganda as a means of controlling information flow, man-
aging public opinion, or manipulating behavior is as old as recorded history. 
The concept of persuasion is an integral part of human nature, and the use 
of specific techniques to bring about large-scale shifts in ideas can be traced 
back to the ancient world. Many artifacts from prehistory and from earliest 
civilizations provide us with evidence that attempts were being made to use 
the equivalent of modern-day propaganda techniques to communicate the 
purported majesty and supernatural powers of rulers and priests. In a largely 
preliterate age, dazzling costumes, insignia, and monuments were deliber-
ately created symbols designed to evoke a specific image of superiority and 
power that these early propagandists wished to convey to their audience.

As was noted in Chapter 1, the first systematic attempt to use and ana-
lyze propaganda was in ancient Greece. The use of deliberate forms of 
speech carefully calculated to deliver a persuasive message can also be 
found in the writings of Confucius in his Analects, where he suggests that 
the use of “good” rhetoric, together with the proper forms of speech and 
writing, could be used to persuade men to live meaningful lives. Bruce L. 
Smith pointed out in 1958 that this Platonic admonition was echoed in our 
modern world by the leaders of communist China, only it was called “brain-
washing” (pp. 579–580). Although many changes have taken place in China 
during the past 70 years, the Chinese government still creates and promotes 
these systematic and deliberate propaganda messages aimed at creating a 
cohesive communist society among the diverse population. However, the 
emergence of the social media mentioned above has made this an increas-
ingly difficult task. In particular, the Chinese government has had great 
difficulty in controlling the content of Google, which provides access to a 
wide range of topics that undermines its authority (Kent, Ahlers, Cratty, 
Meserve, & Gross, 2010). (For further details on Chinese attempts to con-
trol the flow of messages, see Chapter 1, pp. 10–11.)

The history of propaganda is based on three interweaving elements: first, 
the increasing need, with the growth of human settlements and the rise of 
culturally distinctive nation-states, to win what has been called “the battle for 
hearts and minds” of these populations; second, the increasing availability, 
sophistication, and speed of the means of communication available to deliver 
propagandistic messages; and third, the increasing understanding of the psy-
chology of propaganda and the commensurate application of such behavioral 
findings to improve the effectiveness of the message. Throughout history, 
these three elements have been combined in various ways to enhance and 
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encourage the use of propaganda as a means of altering attitudes and for the 
creation of new ideas or perspectives. Only in comparatively modern times, 
however, have scholars and scientists begun to understand and assess the role 
of such mass propaganda techniques as an aspect of the total social process. 
The history of propaganda does not develop as a clear linear progression, but 
certain significant historical benchmarks are worth examining as illustrations 
of how propaganda has been used at different times. In each case, those wish-
ing to control or manage others (the propagandists) have made maximum 
and intelligent use of the forms of communication (the media) available to 
them while also accurately gauging the psychological susceptibility of their 
audiences so that their messages could be tailored to ensure the best-possible 
reception. The successful propagandist is able to discern the basic beliefs, 
needs, or fears of the audience and to play upon those.

Ancient Greece and Alexander the Great

The ancient world, prior to 500 b.c.e., provides many examples of effective 
propaganda techniques being used by rulers, mostly in support of the con-
solidation and maintenance of power, the waging of war, or strengthening 
religious practices. As an example, while the ancient Egyptians developed no 
method of printing or other techniques of mass dissemination of their mes-
sages, nevertheless for nearly three millennia they exerted a tight psycho-
logical control over a large and geographically spread population. The rulers 
of Egypt demonstrated their understanding of the techniques of propaganda 
by using a sophisticated palette of intimidating images, particularly depicting 
the savage treatment of enemies, as well as a highly controlled set of widely 
recognized symbols to communicate and consolidate their power. As Philip M. 
Taylor observed, in the ancient world a gradual shift occurred from war 
being fought in the name of a god to war being fought in the name of the 
king, often as the embodiment of “the living god.” Egyptian pharaohs best 
exemplified this trend, and they devised their own unique, personalized style 
of propaganda in the form of spectacular public monuments, such as the 
Sphinx and the pyramids. “The Pharaohs were among the first to recognize 
the power of public architecture on a grand scale to demonstrate prestige 
and dynastic legitimacy” (P. M. Taylor, 1990, p. 23).

Although the ancient kingdoms of Sumer, Babylonia, Assyria, Egypt, and 
others all used techniques of propaganda, such applications were often spo-
radic and lacking in a philosophical (one could say “psychological”) base (see 
P. M. Taylor, 1990, pp. 13–23). Not until the emergence of Greek civilization 
after approximately 800 b.c.e. do we find the first systematic application of 
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propaganda in both warfare and civil life. After 750 b.c.e., the Greek city-
states became the basis of an increasingly structured society, albeit one in 
which each state had its own gods, culture, and social hierarchy. Given these 
differences, warfare between these city-states competing for cultural domina-
tion as much as for trade was inevitable. In such an atmosphere, the “iconog-
raphy” of propaganda flourished, and great temples, monumental sculptures, 
and other edifices became significant symbols of the power of the state.

The long struggle between the two most powerful of these city-states—
Athens and Sparta—yielded a host of legends that have become part of modern 
history and mythology. In their joint struggle against the Persians under King 
Darius and his son Xerxes (490–449 b.c.e.), we find one of the first deliberate 
uses of disinformation as a propaganda ploy. When Xerxes began his expedi-
tion to conquer all of Greece in 480 b.c.e., he quickly achieved a notable series 
of victories, including the conquering of Athens. When the situation looked 
hopeless for the Greeks, the Athenian naval commander, Themistocles, insti-
tuted a classic disinformation campaign of deflection. Themistocles arranged to 
have a series of messages delivered to Xerxes, apparently from Xerxes’s own 
sources, suggesting that the many Greek troops from the smaller city-states  
of Thessaly, Thebes, and Argos who had joined his army in the wake of his 
military successes were unreliable and on the verge of revolt. Xerxes chose not 
to deploy these troops. Themistocles continued his plan of disinformation when 
Xerxes was led to believe that his Greek troops at Salamis (in Cyprus) were 
planning to leave, and Xerxes subsequently deployed half of his fleet to try to 
trap them. Themistocles was able to use yet a third successful disinformation 
ploy to induce Xerxes to attack the Greek fleet under these unfavorable condi-
tions. Thus, the Battle of Salamis (September 28, 480 b.c.e.) proved to be a 
turning point in human history, and the Greeks’ victory decided the war in their 
favor. After the Persian army was defeated at Plataea in 479 b.c.e., the Persians, 
despite having captured Athens, were eventually forced to leave Greece. Why 
was Themistocles’s disinformation propaganda ploy so successful? As P. M. 
Taylor (1990) pointed out, “The simple fact of the matter was that this type of 
defection was so common in ancient Greece that Xerxes had little reason not 
to believe [the disinformation of] Themistocles!” (p. 26). This is a very salient 
point, because propaganda firmly grounded in the realm of “possibility” or 
“truth” is much more likely to be successful, and Themistocles certainly under-
stood this.

Alexander the Great

Alexander III, known as “The Great” (356–323 b.c.e.), as King of 
Macedonia (336–323 b.c.e.) created a Greek empire that stretched from 
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India in the east, to Scythia in the north, and to Egypt and the Persian Gulf 
in the south, thereby introducing a new period of history known as the 
Hellenistic Age. He was only 20 when he succeeded to the throne after the 
assassination of King Philip II, his father. This precocious young man ful-
filled his father’s destiny by uniting Greece against its external enemies and 
created the League of Corinth, which included all the Greek states except 
Sparta. From his earliest years, he had impressed distinguished men with his 
intelligence and astute political sense. By all accounts, he was virtuous and 
abstained from large quantities of food and drink, which was normal among 
his officers. For his time, he was extremely magnanimous to those whom he 
defeated, understanding that more could be gained by incorporating these 
subjugated peoples into his empire than by destroying them.

Alexander never lost a battle, and when possible, he explored the territory 
alone or with a local guide. He was one of the first to study openly the “psy-
chology” of his enemies, including their weapons and methods of warfare. 
His troops were well trained, and he was fair with them, never making a 
promise he did not intend to keep. He led by the example of his own courage 
and never lavished great riches on himself, giving gifts to others instead. His 
strategic military instincts were legendary, and no one was able to move 
armies as swiftly as Alexander. But he was also a master propagandist who 
knew the importance of significant events. As an example, in his attempt to 
unite the Macedonians and the Persians in his last years, he married Barsine, 
the eldest daughter of the late Persian King Darius. As well, he also arranged 
the marriages of 80 of his officers to Persian noblewomen and 10,000 of his 
troops to the Persian concubines who had followed his army through Asia. 
In this way, Alexander indicated his sincere desire to create a unified empire 
under his leadership and to underscore his belief that all his “subject” peo-
ples were equal in his eyes. This symbolic act of propaganda reconciled the 
two cultures in a way that no political treaty ever could.

In 324 b.c.e., Alexander requested that he be deified so that he could carry 
out a scheme of repatriating 20,000 Greek exiles, which was contrary to the 
established laws of the League of Corinth. He became the son of Zeus, and his 
face soon appeared on coins, replacing that of Heracles, the real mythological 
son of Zeus. He commissioned, or allowed to be built, many statues and 
monuments in his honor, and representations of his portrait were to be found 
everywhere in his empire, adorning pottery, coins, buildings, and formal art  
(P. M. Taylor, 1990, p. 31). He was very aware of the power of spectacle, such 
as when he triumphantly entered the conquered city of Babylon, depicting 
himself as a liberator of subject peoples from their Persian oppressors. 
Alexander was the first to recognize that to maintain cohesion and control 
over his vast empire, such propaganda symbols could serve as a constant 
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reminder to the various subjugated populations just where the center of power 
resided. These strategies are still widely used today.

Alexander died from fever at the age of 33, but he had been so successful 
in creating his own cult of personality and legends that they are as powerful 
today as they were 2,000 years ago. Even though we have very few contem-
porary accounts of his life and actions, the work of later historians ensured 
that his name has become synonymous with power and military might. He 
is, without doubt, one of the greatest figures in human history, and other 
notable individuals who followed him, such as Hannibal, Julius Caesar, 
Napoleon Bonaparte, and even 20th-century military generals, have all 
expressed admiration for Alexander and his achievements.

Imperial Rome

The Imperial Roman Empire, between 50 b.c.e. and 50 c.e., applied system-
atic propaganda techniques that used all available forms of communication 
and symbology to create an extremely effective and extensive network of 
control. The resulting “image” of Imperial Rome remains strong and has 
become an integral part of our popular culture, as we can all identify with 
the trappings associated with this great empire. Roman emperors developed 
their propaganda strategies to meet a very real need. Following in the foot-
steps of Alexander the Great, the Romans quickly found that the geographic 
extent of their far-flung conquests had created a difficult problem of control 
over their empire and necessitated the development of a strong, highly visi-
ble, centralized government. The wealth and power that had come with the 
conquests were used to maximum advantage as vast sums of money were 
spent on symbolizing the might of Rome through architecture, art, literature, 
and even the coinage. Coordinated from Rome, the policy of the Caesars was 
to combine all these symbols into a form of “corporate symbolism” reminis-
cent of modern-day advertising plans, which projected the image of an all-
powerful, omnipresent entity.

Whereas the Greek city-states had already discovered that judicious use 
of sculpture, poetry, architecture, music, and theater could project the 
desired image of sophistication, the skill of the Caesars, as one historian 
noted, was in expanding and mass-producing this means of communication 
so that it was projected successfully over a long period to a very large area 
(Thomson, 1999, pp. 106–112). Other factors contributed to the success of 
the Romans, for they were able to exploit a political and spiritual vacuum 
that made their imperial subjects much more susceptible to the sophisticated 
offerings of their conquerors. The Roman Empire was able to offer more 
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than military protection: It provided both a moral philosophy and a cultural 
aesthetic that was adopted by the local peoples. In this way, the art and 
architecture of Rome was as much a symbol of imperial power as were the 
garrisons of armored legions, and the cultural legacy remained much longer.

Julius Caesar (100–44 b.c.e.) was particularly adept at using sophisti-
cated propaganda techniques throughout his rise to power and during his 
move to assert totalitarian power. Initially, he used stories of his military 
exploits abroad, combined with actual terror tactics at home, to put fear into 
the populace. One prime communication channel for conveying these mes-
sages was coins; they were widely used to boast of victories or to show the 
emperors in various guises such as warlord, god, or protector of the empire. 
Coins were the one social document that the Romans were certain would be 
seen by the widest possible range of subjects under their control. He deliber-
ately picked fights with various Gallic tribes, whom he could easily defeat, 
and then sent home serialized accounts of his exploits ghosted for him by a 
semi-professional writer, Gaius Oppius. Caesar’s book, Gallic Wars, has 
been called “the most potent propaganda ever written” (Thomson, 1999,  
p. 107). Caesar also made maximum use of the spectacle, spending lavishly 
on massive triumphal processions—more than four in one month at one 
point—each representing a victory in the civil war and each different from 
the other. The cumulative effect of all this pomp and show of power helped 
create an atmosphere that enhanced Julius Caesar’s reputation and seemed 
to justify his careful hints that he was descended from the goddess Venus. It 
was no accident that he chose the phrase “I came, I saw, I conquered,” which 
in Latin is reduced to the alliterating and rhyming words veni, vidi, vici.

Julius Caesar was a master propagandist, equaled only by Napoleon and 
Hitler in his understanding of meaningful symbols and in his ability to 
understand instinctively the psychological needs of his audience. He under-
stood the need to use such symbols of power and sophistication as a means 
of converting subject populations to the Roman way of life. This was far less 
expensive than maintaining elaborate garrisons of legionnaires and induced 
obedience to the new regime through cooperation and identification, rather 
than subjugation. Significantly, subject peoples were often granted the right 
to become Roman citizens under certain circumstances, thus increasing per-
sonal identification with the conqueror.

Caesar created his own legends out of ordinary events, and by making 
himself seem supernatural, he was able to set in motion the psychological 
changes in the minds of the Roman people that would lead away from 
republicanism and toward the acceptance of monarchical rule and the impe-
rial goals. It is not surprising that, throughout history, evocations of the 
Caesarist image have been repeated by those who aspire to leave their mark 
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on the world. Thus, not only Charlemagne, Napoleon, Mussolini, and Hitler 
have invested themselves in Caesarist trappings, but so has almost every 
parvenu monarchy in Europe. Whether the image of the imperial eagle, the 
armored breastplate, the man-god on the white horse, or the powerful ora-
tor, the propagandistic legacy of the Roman Empire is still much in evidence 
in our own world.

Propaganda and Religion

When considering the effect of long-range propagandistic activities, no cam-
paigns have been more successful than those waged by the great proselytiz-
ing religions of Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. Although each of these 
great religions has used different strategies to achieve its purpose, they have 
all relied on the use of charismatic figures, heavy symbolism, a simple and 
incessant moral philosophy, and an understanding of their audience’s needs. 
In each case, the new religion had to find a way to replace the existing reli-
gious beliefs and to win over the minds and hearts of the populace.

It should also be made clear that the propaganda strategies of religions 
change over time and are subject to variations, depending on a variety of 
social and political factors at any point in time. The somewhat humane 

Figure 2.1  One of Julius Caesar’s coins. Coins were the first genuine 
form of mass propaganda, in that they were widely 
circulated and clearly were intended to represent the 
power of the state with the symbology stamped on them.
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practices of proselytizing of the early Christians were not followed in the 
coercive techniques of the Spanish Inquisition in the 16th century, and even 
today quite wide differences are found in the use of propaganda in different 
Christian denominations, such as fundamentalist Southern Baptists, Roman 
Catholics, or Methodists. In the case of Islam, in which religion permeates 
all aspects of life, including politics (Islam does not recognize the concept 
of “secular” authority), many shifts have occurred in the strict application 
of religious laws in various Islamic countries over the centuries. Today, we 
are witnessing a renewed propaganda effort by fundamentalist Muslims to 
use Islam as a means of achieving both the cultural and political goal of 
creating unity among the Arabic nations. The fundamentalists see strict 
adherence to the religious (and therefore political) laws of Islam as being 
the only way to counteract the inroads made by more materialistic and 
secular Western influences (Patai, 1983).

This issue of Islamic fundamentalism has taken on a much greater sig-
nificance in the wake of the events of 9/11 and is the source of a great deal 
of conflict and consternation in current international politics. In the effort to 
destroy the source of the terrible attack on the World Trade Center, the 
American military essentially removed an extreme form of Islamic funda-
mentalism in Afghanistan, where the Taliban regime not only had severely 
restricted the education of females but also had gone so far as to forbid 
television viewing, radio listening, dancing, and the playing and singing of 
nonreligious music. A new government, supposedly more tolerant of reli-
gious and cultural practices, has been voted in by the citizens. As a result, it 
is hoped that the “new” Afghanistan will now become less of a threat to the 
region, and to world peace itself, than had the fundamentalist and terrorist-
supportive Taliban government. However, history has constantly demon-
strated that the long-term results of such imposed “regime shifts” are very 
difficult to predict, and the country continues to struggle with entrenched 
cultural practices, such as the unequal treatment of women and the continu-
ation by large parts of the population to offer loyalty to local warlords, 
which threatens the power of the central government to control the country. 
The continued deployment of American and allied combat forces in 
Afghanistan is evidence that this conflict is far from over.

On December 18, 2010, a revolution began in Tunisia resulted in the over-
throw of the longtime president, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, and which lead to a 
democratization of the country and to free and democratic elections. This 
began a wave of revolutionary demonstrations throughout the Arab World, 
and rulers were forced out not only in Tunisia, but also Egypt (twice), Libya, 
and Yemen, and precipitated a major civil war in Syria (as yet unresolved). The 
international media were quick to label this series of populist demonstrations 
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the “Arab Spring,” as these revolutionary movements have begun to change 
the political and religious structure of many countries in the Middle East. The 
causes of these uprisings were many, but there were some common denomina-
tors, such as significant unemployment, especially of the young, religious 
conflict between various Muslim sects, and extreme poverty manifested by the 
vast inequality between the rich and poor. What was of great historical sig-
nificance was the use of the new “social media,” largely through the use of 
cellphones, to organize these large-scale protests within relatively short periods 
of time. Protest organizers could amass several hundred thousand people 
within hours, and spread their ideological or political propaganda through 
text messages, Facebook, or increasingly Twitter, with its short-form messages. 
(The significance of social media as a potent propaganda medium will be dis-
cussed in Chapter 4.)

Religions can be used very effectively as propaganda vehicles for broader 
social or political purposes. Beginning with the Chinese-Japanese War 
(1894–1895), the Japanese military used the Shinto religion as one impor-
tant element in providing public support for their expansionist policies. This 
was done by turning the previously benign practice of Shinto into a supra-
religious national cult. This act allowed the cult of Shinto to be imposed on 
the entire nation while still giving lip service to the modernistic notion of 
freedom of religious belief that the Japanese were eager to convey to the 
outside world. In the name of this Shinto cult of supra-nationalism, the 
emperor cult (worshipping of the emperor as a living god) was artificially 
devised, and a course in shushin (moral teaching) was made the basis of 
compulsory education for all. In this way, Shinto was manipulated by the 
militarists and jingoistic nationalists as the spiritual weapon for mobilizing 
the entire nation to guard the safety and prosperity of the emperor’s throne. 
Japanese soldiers were sent into battle, propagandized in the belief that they 
were fighting “for the emperor!” After the defeat of Japan in 1945, the Allied 
powers prohibited the practice of State Shinto, although the pure religion 
was allowed to return, and today it continues to be an important part of 
Japanese life.

The use of religion continues to be a very important ingredient in modern 
propaganda practices. The Irish Republican Army—especially its military 
wing, the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA)—in its efforts to force 
the British out of Northern Ireland, continued to emphasize the differences 
between the living conditions (e.g., housing, jobs, schooling) for the British-
favored Protestants and its own followers in the Roman Catholic commu-
nity (Wright, 1990). Even after a provisional settlement was reached between 
the warring factions in Northern Ireland in mid-1998, the uneasy peace is 
often threatened by the deep-seated cultural differences fostered by three 
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centuries of religious confrontation. The Protestant Orange Order, an impor-
tant cultural organization, insisted on its right to continue its marches 
through Catholic neighborhoods, symbolizing the victory of Protestant 
forces over Catholics at the Battle of the Boyne on July 12, 1690. These 
propagandistic marches, anachronistic as they may seem, have become an 

Figure 2.2  The Leaflet Seller, an etching by Amman from 1588. 
Illustrated leaflets have been a staple form of 
propaganda since the 16th century, and the leaflet seller 
was a common sight in town and cities. The 
combination of pictures and text was used for 
entertainment in the form of stories but also for 
propaganda purposes in religious and political conflicts.
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integral part of Protestant life and serve as a means of socialization for many 
young men into Protestant culture.

In South Africa, until the late 1980s, the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) 
provided a religious justification for the establishment of the government’s 
policies of apartheid. The DRC used its interpretation of certain biblical texts 
to propagandize actively in favor of racial separation. As Allister Sparks 
(1990) noted,

While the state has implemented the political philosophy, the church has sup-
plied the theological justification for it. Thus has Afrikanerdom been largely 
relieved of what Leon Festinger [a psychologist] would call the “cognitive dis-
sonance” of a devoutly religious people imposing a discriminatory, oppressive 
and manifestly unjust system on others of God’s children. More than that, the 
church’s endorsement gave a great impetus to the apartheid idea. It replaced 
the sense of guilt with a sense of mission, teaching not only that apartheid is 
not sinful but that it is in accordance with the laws of God. To implement it is 
therefore a sacred task which the Afrikaner people have been specially “called” 
to perform. (p. 153)

In one of the most dramatic shifts in South African history, the DRC even-
tually renounced its theological position in the late 1980s and apologized to 
those it had harmed by propagating these false interpretations of the Bible. 
This decision demolished the theological justification for political separation 
of the races and removed one major stumbling block in the dismantling of 
apartheid. In the period since 1991, after the release of the African leader 
and hero Nelson Mandela, the DRC has attempted to play a mediating role 
in bringing about racial and social harmony in the new “rainbow nation,” as 
postapartheid South Africa calls itself. Although this new role for the church 
has not succeeded in eliminating all remnants of racist ideology among its 
former adherents, the majority of the whites who have chosen to remain in 
the DRC have demonstrated a genuine desire to see the fledgling multiracial 
society succeed.

Religious ideology can also propagandize for the good of society. As an 
example, in the United States, we have witnessed a similar shift in attitude 
(essentially religious “beliefs”) in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints (the Mormon Church). Until recently, Mormon credo was similar to 
that of the DRC in South Africa, interpreting the Hebrew Scriptures to link 
black skin color to curses from God. In 1978, the church decided to admit 
all worthy of priesthood, regardless of race or color. However, the church 
was also eager to retract certain statements without undermining the credi-
bility of church figures who are revered as prophets and whose pronounce-
ments Mormons believe were inspired by God. As the membership in the 
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church grew in Africa and other foreign countries, it became a necessity to 
disavow these earlier “racist legacies.” The Los Angeles Times (Stammer, 
1998) reported that church leaders were secretly meeting to consider how to 
achieve this. This claim was immediately denied by the church, and to this 
day there has never been an official repudiation of these racial doctrines, 
although they are downplayed considerably from past practices. Clearly, if 
the Mormons are to succeed in their overseas missions, they will have to find 
a way to erase this unacceptable part of their history.

In the United States, churches have traditionally played a significant role in 
furthering (or sometimes hindering) civil rights causes. Thus, in the battle for 
“gay rights,” both sides have used religious interpretation to bolster their pro-
pagandistic campaigns. Those against claim that the Bible clearly condemns 
homosexuality; those in favor call attention to the most fundamental tenet of 
Christianity: “love thy neighbor.” In recent years, we have seen an increasing 
campaign by sectors of the “religious right” to try to convince homosexuals 
and lesbians that, through the use of specific Christian-based “counseling,” 
they could become “straight.” Backed by full-page advertisements in major 
news papers, this campaign has become a controversial battleground for the 
question of whether homosexuality is genetic or behavioral in origin.

In the U.S. presidential election of 2004, the issue of “gay marriage” (the 
legal right for homosexuals to marry) was a galvanizing one for many peo-
ple, especially those who identified themselves as “born-again” or evangeli-
cal Christians. The issue became a focus of major propaganda campaigns on 
both sides of the argument and was ultimately credited with being a salient 
factor in the reelection of George W. Bush in 2004. To many political observ-
ers, this particular propaganda campaign was to be the forerunner of a much 
more systematic attempt on the part of conservative religious and political 
elements to make homosexuality a major issue in all local and national elec-
tions. However, while Barack Obama’s presidential campaign in 2008 
focused on other, mainly economic issues, candidate Obama clearly indi-
cated his sympathy with the gay community on the question of “gay rights.” 
Nevertheless, this issue remained a volatile one for politicians. As an exam-
ple, a 2010 poll of the members of the emerging “Tea Party” political group, 
who favor small government and a return to “constitutional values,” shows 
that 78% do not think that government should guarantee the rights of 
blacks and minorities; 52% said that “compared to the size of their group 
that lesbians and gays have too much political power”; and only 18% 
approved the legal right for gay couples to marry (Siegel, 2010).

President Obama, in May 2012, became the first American president to 
favor gay marriage, and with his re-election, the first to campaign on a pro-
gay marriage platform. The issue of same-sex marriage was partially resolved 
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in June, 2013, when a divided Supreme Court struck down the Defense of 
Marriage Act (DOMA), allowing states to enact legislation legalizing gay 
marriage. Same-sex marriage is now legal in 13 states, encompassing 30% 
of the American population. Public opinion has moved quickly on this issue, 
with the majorities in most national polls agreeing that gay marriage should 
be legal (Ball, 2013).

Despite these dramatic shifts in the acceptance of the reality of gay mar-
riage, there is still significant opposition. Together with the increasingly shift-
ing attitudes toward abortion, these two issues are a potent source of political 
conflict in the United States. There is little doubt that these issues will con-
tinue to be significant sources of polarization in American politics fueled by 
an increasing use of propaganda based upon religious or secular beliefs.

The Rise of Christianity

To examine the propagandistic strategies and techniques of a religion in no 
way demeans it; on the contrary, it provides a clear example that not all 
propagandistic messages are negative but are often aimed at some positive 
social or political purpose. The example of the rise of Christianity demon-
strates how, by skill and an understanding of the target audience, a specific 
appeal was made that eventually altered the shape of our world. Christianity 
was aimed to a large extent at the defeated, the slaves, and the less successful 
part of the Roman Empire. It had to compete with literally hundreds of other 
similar religions for this audience at the time of the dissolution of the Roman 
Empire, and considering that Christ and his followers did not have control 
over the existing communications media at the time, the ultimate level of 
adoption of Christianity must be considered one of the most successful pro-
paganda campaigns of all time.

When the strategy of Christian techniques is broken down, we find a 
masterful use of images and emotion. The legacy of the Jewish synagogue 
preacher was well established, but Christ and his followers took what were 
basically traditional messages and put them into a new form. The use of 
parables, dramatic gestures on the floor of the temple, graphic metaphors 
(e.g., the seeds on stony ground, the camel and the eye of the needle, the 
shepherd and his flock), and the personal factor of singling out individuals 
as human metaphors (e.g., Peter “the Rock,” Simon “the Fisherman”) com-
bined to provide a powerful, emotional, and easily understood message. The 
keynote was simplicity and a promise of humanity and dignity for those who 
had often been denied such treatment. Early organizers of the Christian reli-
gion also developed the concept of cellular proselytizing, later to be adopted 
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and developed by Lenin in the Russian Revolution and other revolutionaries 
since then. This was exemplified by the choice of 12 disciples as the dedi-
cated core who would carry the message to other groups, who in turn would 
spread the word through personal contact in a system resembling today’s 
pyramidal marketing schemes. Each cell would have its own leaders, and the 
loyalty and faith of cell members were solidified by the rituals of baptism 
and communion (Thomson, 1999). Nearly three centuries after the death of 

Christ, the cross became the symbol of Christianity, but during that 
time, the use of the two curved intersecting lines symbolizing a fish 
was widely used.

Not only was this symbol easy to draw, but it also had mystical overtones 
in that it derived from an acronym for the Greek words for “Jesus Christ, Son 
of God, savior,” ichthus, which means “fish.” The theme of the fish was par-
ticularly suited to a religion that relied on recruitment, and the metaphor of the 
apostles as “fishers of men,” which many of them were in real life, was most 
appropriate. Initially used as a secret sign during the time when Christians were 
persecuted by the Roman authorities, the fish symbolized the mission of the 
group it represented and did so simply and effectively. As a result, it was found 
scrawled on walls, trees, in the dust, and any place where Christians wished to 
leave their mark to communicate their increasing numbers and strength to oth-
ers. Even graffiti have a powerful propaganda value (Dondis, 1981).

The early Christians persevered against great odds, not only in the form 
of persecution and competition from other religions but also from dangerous 
internal schisms and heresies from dissident groups. One factor that eventu-
ally allowed Christianity to flower was the rejection of attempts made to 
absorb it into a universal world religion (Gnosticism) or to restrict it to the 
select few (Montanism). From the outset, Christianity had asserted that it 
was catholic, or universal, in its message and appeal long before it became 
Roman Catholic in fact. What helped Christianity was its syncretic nature; 
it absorbed and used aspects from both Greco-Roman classicism and the 
new Germanic culture, as well as elements from ancient Oriental religions. 
When combined with the dramatic gospel of a savior who had died to save 
the entire world, and told in the common Greek or “Koine” that was the 
universal literary language of the Roman Empire, the religion thus possessed 
identity as well as universality for its increasingly wider audience.

After Constantine I adopted Christianity for a mixture of personal and 
political motives about the year 313, Christianity became for all intents and 
purposes the official religion of the emperors and was eventually adopted by 
the Germanic tribes that inherited the remnants of the empire. It took several 
hundred years for the full panoply of Christian symbolism to develop, but 
aided by the resilience of the infrastructure and communication system 
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developed during the Roman Empire, the religion spread remarkably 
quickly. Its theme of universal love and a promise that the humble and the 
meek would inherit the earth was a dramatic reversal of the established 
order, but it found a sympathetic ear and gained audience empathy. The suc-
cess of Christianity must also be considered within the socio-historical 
period of late antiquity. The period 100 to 300 was an extremely religious 
age, evidenced by an increasing interest in the “other world.” The material 
world, beset by barbaric invasions, plagues, disintegrating governments, and 
incessant warfare, was increasingly considered to be a place of evil, and 
humans were regarded as strangers in this world. Christianity, more than 
other religions, emphasized the mortification of the flesh and the spiritual 
separation from the material world and also promised a glorious afterlife to 
the faithful (Forman, 1979).

In succeeding centuries, the full symbolism of Christianity would be 
adopted—the cross, the lion and the lamb, the virgin and child, and even the 
horned and tailed figure (surely taken from pagan symbols) of the devil. 
These symbols have endured for nearly 1,500 years, and today Christianity 
is practiced by several billion people. The continued success of Christianity 
is a testament to the creative use of propaganda techniques applied to uni-
versal humanistic principles.

The Crusades

As was noted earlier, religious faith has been one of the most potent sources 
of propaganda in human history. Of all the wars that have been fought in 
the name of religious faith, none have been so bloody or more protracted 
than the Christian Crusades of the Middle Ages. For nearly 200 years, 
between 1095 and 1291, the forces of Christendom tried to wrest control of 
the Holy Land at the eastern end of the Mediterranean from the Islamic 
forces that controlled it. The origin of the Crusades can be traced directly to 
the exploitation of the almost mystical religious fervor of this period by a 
series of popes and monarchs seeking to consolidate their own power in the 
ongoing controversy between church and state. In fact, the basic concern 
that the holy places of Christendom were in the control of Moslem “hea-
then” was not really a problem, for although Christian pilgrims were often 
taxed, the Moslems had seldom denied religious visitors access to these 
sacred sites.

More practical political and economic considerations fueled the crusad-
ing impulse. The Roman Catholic Church saw an opportunity to spread its 
influence eastward into the sphere of its archrival, the Eastern Orthodox 
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Church, from which it had been separated since 1054 as a result of a dra-
matic quarrel over doctrine. Feudal monarchs and lords of Western Europe 
dreamed of the riches that could be obtained from new lands and subjects. 
Also involved were the promise of penance for all sins and the forgiveness of 
debts for those going on Crusades. All these factors were exploited in the 
church’s exhortations for people to take up arms to recover the soil where 
Jesus had trod.

The most significant propaganda events of the Crusades were the circum-
stances surrounding the original plea for the Crusades made by Pope Urban 
II in 1095. The Byzantine emperor Alexius Comnenus, responding to 
increasing inroads made by the Seljuk Turks on his territory, appealed to 
Pope Urban II for military assistance to protect “Christianity.” The pope 
carefully staged his response at the Council of Clermont, held in November 
1095 in southeastern France. He had previously announced that he would 
make a great public speech, thus assuring a significant audience. The splen-
dor of the convocation was impressive, with cardinals, bishops, and nobles 
resplendent in their robes while the common folk gathered outside the 
church. After the ecclesiastical business had concluded, Urban moved out-
side to mount a large platform specially built for this occasion. According to 
one version (Freemantle, 1965, p. 54), he began by saying,

It is the imminent peril threatening you and all the faithful which has brought 
us hither. From the confines of Jerusalem and from the city of Constantinople 
a horrible tale has gone forth . . . an accursed race, a race utterly alienated from 
God . . . has invaded the lands of those Christians and has depopulated them 
by the sword, pillage and fire. (p. 54)

Urban then enumerated the atrocities the Moslems had supposedly com-
mitted, including the ravaging of churches and their use in Islamic rites, the 
rape of Christian women, and the defiling of Christian altars.

He was graphic in his details, reporting that one technique used by the 
Turkish with their victims was to “perforate their navels, and dragging forth 
the extremity of the intestines, bind it to a stake; then with flogging they lead 
the victim around until the viscera having gushed forth the victim falls pros-
trate upon the ground” (p. 55). As the crowd stirred with emotion, Pope 
Urban II asked, “On whom, therefore, is the labor of avenging these wrongs 
and for recovering this territory incumbent, if not upon you? . . .  Enter upon 
the road to the Holy Sepulcher; wrest that land from the wicked race, and 
subject it to yourselves” (Freemantle, 1965, p. 55). Urban skillfully balanced 
his appeal to the emotions with these atrocity stories, with a practical vision 
of what he was offering to those who would undertake this holy Crusade. 
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He reminded his audience that the land to which he was urging them to go 
“floweth with milk and honey . . . like another paradise of delights,” whereas 
the land they would be leaving was “too narrow for your population” and 
notably poor in food production.

Once Urban had announced the Crusade, and even before he had com-
pleted his speech, individuals in the crowd were calling out, “Deus Vult! 
Deus Vult!” (God wills it!). Whether this response was spontaneous or the 
result of deliberate planning we will never know, but Urban lost no oppor-
tunity and declared then and there that “Deus Vult!” would become the 
battle cry against the heathen foe and, furthermore, that each man embark-
ing on the Crusade would wear the sign of the cross on his clothing. Next, 
the bishop of Puy, possibly briefed beforehand, stepped forward and 
shouted, “I confess!” Volunteers came forward, and before an emotionally 
charged crowd, the Christian crusade to liberate the holy city of Jerusalem 
was launched (Thomson, 1999, pp. 134–135).

Even before the crowds had dispersed, many had already ripped their 
clothing to make two strips forming a cross. This gesture was soon repeated 
by scores of thousands all across Europe. The cry for revenge on the heathens 
and in favor of a holy crusade was propagated by priests and preachers, and 
a significant number of written tracts were distributed describing the nature 
of Moslem atrocities on Christian people. Woodcuts of a monstrous Turk 
trampling the cross were circulated from village to village (Freemantle, 1965). 
All these propaganda strategies would not have been so effective if an under-
lying mood of piety had not been established a century earlier. Significant 
numbers of people had already experienced lengthy religious pilgrimages to 
such places as Rome, Venice, or even the Holy Land. The idea of undertaking 
such an arduous trip in the name of God for a clearly devout purpose offi-
cially sanctioned by the Church was not as far-fetched as might be imagined.

While Pope Urban II and the feudal monarchs were organizing official 
expeditions, the common people, roused to a fever pitch, surged forth on 
their own with little preparation. At this point, one of the most significant 
figures of the Crusades mythology appeared—Peter the Hermit. A priest of 
Amiens, a town in France, Peter was one preacher whose propagandistic 
eloquence attracted thousands of ordinary people to take part in what has 
been called the People’s Crusade of 1096. Peter was very much like one of 
the Old Testament prophets with his wild hair, rolling eyes, and torrential 
speech. He claimed to be carrying a personal letter from God and was fre-
quently subject to visions. He was so revered that the hairs of his donkey’s 
tail were plucked to be kept as holy relics by worshippers. He arrived in 
Constantinople in July 1096 with only a remnant of the original ragtag band 
of almost 50,000 pilgrim-crusaders who had left France and Germany. 



Chapter 2 Propaganda Through the Ages——75

There, he joined the other band of commoners, led by Walter the Penniless, 
which had managed to make its way eastward. Despite the warnings of the 
Christians living in Byzantium, these unprepared pilgrims began hostilities 
against the Turks, and they were systematically cut to pieces. Peter eventually 
joined forces with the princes of the first official Crusade, but his moment 
of glory had vanished, and in the end he returned to France, where he died 
in 1151.

The People’s Crusade may have failed, but the First Crusade of the Princes 
was a great success, and by 1097, four expeditionary forces converged on 
Constantinople by land and sea. The climax of a series of Crusader victories 
came on July 15, 1099, when, after a 5-week siege, the forces entered 
Jerusalem to kneel in prayer at the site of the Holy Sepulcher. The Crusader 
kingdoms maintained a strong presence in the Holy Land for nearly 200 
years afterward.

The entire crusading ethos fostered a new element of propaganda—the rise 
of chivalry. In the 12th century, a series of epic poems, the Chansons de Geste, 
were widely spread along the pilgrim routes by wandering troubadours. 
These stories about the feats of valor of Roland and his friend Olivier, who 
sacrificed themselves in the service of their king, served to provide role mod-
els for the chivalric ideal of knighthood. These epic poems were a form of 
propaganda for the idea of combat in the noble cause and helped establish 
the romance of all the attendant pomp and ceremony associated with chiv-
alry. In many ways, the romantic notion of chivalry was as dangerous as later 
beliefs in nationalism and race, in that it created a romantic ideal of knight-
hood in which young men were asked to prove themselves in war or combat.

The Crusades started with great religious fervor and ended in disillusion-
ment and political disarray, but in the end the propaganda that created the 
Crusades served a positive end. Despite the eventual loss of both Jerusalem 
and Constantinople, the contact with the civilizations of Byzantium and 
Islam brought many new ideas into Europe, such as glass making, silk weav-
ing, and the use of sugar and spices in cooking. But an even greater conse-
quence of the Crusades was the changes in the structure of feudalism 
brought about by the decline in wealth of the great feudal families. Towns 
now became wealthier and freemen more assertive in demanding their rights. 
Tradesmen and artisans prospered in this new climate of freedom, and the 
use of money began to replace the previous system of barter. Finally, the 
Roman Church, the moral and propagandistic force behind the Crusades, 
was able to solidify its power in the face of declining feudalism.

The Crusades continue to have a very special resonance in modern society 
as the battle between extremist elements of Moslem fundamentalism and the 
American government-sponsored “war against terrorism” has created deep 
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divisions in the Arab world. It should be remembered that from the historical 
perspective, Arab culture has traditionally interpreted the Crusades in a very 
different light, essentially seeing the crusaders as rapacious foreign interlop-
ers, whose main ambitions were not so much religiously motivated as they 
were seeking land, wealth, and power. These views, like those in the West 
that see only the religious and chivalrous aspects of the crusaders, have not 
changed for nearly a thousand years. Therefore, it was a very propagandistic 
faux pas when, a few days after the assault on the World Trade Center, 
President George W. Bush speaking spontaneously, without the aid of advis-
ers or speechwriters, put a word on the new American effort to combat ter-
rorism that both shaped it and gave it meaning. “This crusade,” he said, “this 
war on terrorism.” For George W. Bush, crusade was an offhand reference, 
no doubt colored by his strong Christian beliefs, but many, in both the Arab 
and Western worlds, saw it as an accidental probing of unintended but nev-
ertheless real meaning. It was felt that while the president had used the word 
inadvertently, it nonetheless suggested his perspective on the nature of the 
conflict and was an unmasking of his most deeply held feelings. People, 
especially in the Arab nations, were outraged at the use of this term. Later, 
his embarrassed aides suggested that he had meant to use the word only as 
a synonym for struggle, but Bush’s own syntax suggested that he defined 
crusade as war. Despite the election in 2008 of Barack Obama, who has a 
personal familial connection to Islam, this seemingly small, albeit innocent, 
mistake by his predecessor has continued to provide a rationale for many in 
the Arab world to view the “war on terrorism” with anger and suspicion and 
as a 21st-century version of the Crusades of the Middle Ages.

The Reformation and Counter-Reformation

In the history of propaganda, Christianity figures prominently, as both pro-
ponents and adversaries of the various denominations have used every con-
ceivable technique to maintain their power and spread their ideas. Development 
of the movable-type printing press in the mid-15th century created a totally 
new form of communication that was almost immediately put to use as a 
major channel of propaganda in the titanic struggle for power between the 
Roman Catholic Church and Martin Luther.

An explanation of the causes of the struggle between the Roman Catholic 
Church and the “reformists” is beyond the scope of this book, but it essentially 
involved disagreements with increasingly corrupt practices in the established 
church (e.g., the sale of indulgences, or pardons, for vast sums of money) and a 
desire to establish direct contact with God without having to go through priests. 
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This latter desire ultimately manifested itself in a call for the establishment of a 
simplified liturgy and a Bible in the vernacular German language, rather than in 
Latin, which prevented full participation by the congregation. Martin Luther 
provided the first vernacular liturgies in 1526 (the “Deutsche Messe”), and his 
major literary achievement, the German-language Bible, was first printed in 
complete form in 1534. (A translation of the New Testament had appeared 
earlier in 1522.) The printed Bible, which went through many editions in 
Luther’s lifetime, was the highest achievement of the Reformation and the direct 
result of the application of a new technology to the furthering of a specific cause. 
As noted Reformation historian A. G. Dickens (1968) pointed out,

Between 1517 and 1520, Luther’s thirty publications probably sold well over 
300,000 copies. . . .  Altogether in relation to the spread of religious ideas it 
seems difficult to exaggerate the significance of the Press, without which a 
revolution of this magnitude could scarcely have been consummated. . . .  For 
the first time in human history a great reading public judged the validity of 
revolutionary ideas through a mass-medium which used the vernacular lan-
guages together with the arts of the journalist and the cartoonist. (p. 51)

The development of the printing press was a quantum leap in the speed 
of communication, and in the 16th century, printing speeds increased from 
about 20 sheets per hour to more than 200; although this was slow in com-
parison with modern printing presses, it was nevertheless an important step 
toward the evolution of true mass media. Luther’s works were widely circu-
lated by printers using aggressive sales tactics, but then their appeal for the 
increasingly literate population was enhanced by his vigorous, entertaining 
style, as well as the use of woodcut illustrations by leading artists of the time 
such as Lucas Cranach. These early cartoons were able to convey in a simpli-
fied manner Luther’s attack on the papacy and Catholicism and greatly 
increased the effectiveness of his message.

As a study in propaganda, the Reformation, particularly the role played 
by Martin Luther and his followers, is a perfect example of how the chan-
neling of the message, couched in an empathic emotional context and pro-
vided with an effective means of delivery, can bring about mass changes in 
attitudes. Luther used plain German language laced with common idiomatic 
expressions of Northern Germany and Austria and based his sermons on 
metaphor and folk wisdom; these factors allowed effective communication 
over a wide area and with a heterogeneous audience of Germans of all social 
classes. Basing his operations in the small town of Wittenberg, he distributed 
his stirring pamphlets all over Northern Europe, taking advantage of the 
lack of effective censorship in the divided German states.
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Figure 2.3  The Dragon of Revelation Wearing the Papal Tiara. This 
illustration from the first edition of Gutenberg’s German 
New Testament was printed in 1522. The depiction of 
the papacy in this manner was very controversial, and 
later editions often excised the two top crowns, which 
represented the role of the kings and nobility, because of 
pressure from German royalty. It is estimated that one 
quarter of all the editions of Luther’s bible contained this 
clear visual identification of the pope with the antichrist.

Using a novel and entertaining “dialogue” style in his printed sermons, 
Martin Luther was able to attack precisely those aspects of the established 
church practices, such as the sale of indulgences, the buying and selling of 
church offices, the open hypocrisy of clerical celibacy, and papal corruption, 
all of which had already received wide attention among the general public. 



Chapter 2 Propaganda Through the Ages——79

Luther used the basic strategy of widely disseminating and emphasizing 
information that had previously been a part of what can be called the “gen-
eral public paranoia,” thus confirming the public’s fears and increasing the 
potential for attitude change on a mass scale. But he was also able to offer a 
positive message of hope as a counter to this aggressive negativity; now the 
people could control their own religious destinies and, using a language they 
understood, could participate more meaningfully in the religious ceremony. 
What Luther encouraged, in essence, was the idea that individuals could 

Figure 2.4  The Devil With Bagpipes, by Erhard Schön, 1535. This 
colored woodcut is an explicit criticism of the clergy, 
showing a monstrous devil sitting on the shoulders of a 
friar and playing his head as if it were a bagpipe. The 
meaning here is obvious: The clergy speaks the language 
of the devil. This is a particularly effective and direct 
form of visual propaganda, even for those who could 
not read the accompanying text.



80——Propaganda & Persuasion

communicate directly with God without the intervention of the church. 
Comparing the hold of the Catholic Church over the German population to 
that of the Hebrews held in captivity in Babylon, he struck a very sympa-
thetic chord with his audience.

Luther made sure his religious activities were supported on the political 
front, once again demonstrating a masterful grasp of the elements of a suc-
cessful propaganda campaign. Immediately after he had been condemned by 
the papacy in 1520, he penned a manifesto titled The Address to the 
Christian Nobility of the German Nation (the first edition of 4,000 copies 
was sold out within a week), which was pointedly aimed at the rulers of 
Germany—the princes, the knights, and cities—that, under the young 
Emperor Charles V, had a series of grievances against Rome. Although the 
emperor was himself a devout Catholic, for political reasons (the Turkish 
menace was a constant problem) he seemed powerless to act against Luther, 
and Luther suddenly found himself swept along with the tide of national 
resentment against Rome. Luther was thus able to exploit the political dis-
organization in Germany at this time to serve his own purposes, pitting the 
German nobility, Protestant and Catholic, against each other.

Luther did not limit his propaganda strategies to the sermon or the pam-
phlet but rather used a range of other techniques. The dramatic public act of 
nailing his Ninety-Five Theses to the church door in Wittenberg on the eve of 
All Saint’s Day in 1517 was a major propagandistic gesture. Luther knew that 
simply sending a copy of his document to the leaders of the church would not 
have served his purpose. This very public act moved his action from one of 
persuasion to a deliberately planned propaganda strategy. Had it not been for 
the printing press, only a few copies of this protest may have circulated 
among the people of Wittenberg, but with the new technology, this gesture 
was turned overnight into a manifesto that swiftly circulated throughout 
Germany, attracting an ever-widening audience and eventually becoming the 
precipitating factor in the greatest crisis in the history of the Western church.

In the 16th century, despite the inroads of the printing press, most informa-
tion was still obtained and circulated orally. Luther, recognizing the continued 
importance of the oral tradition, used not only the sermon (which he then had 
printed) but also the emotional power of music in the form of the vernacular 
hymn. Of special importance was the poetic version of Lutheran doctrine put 
to verse by Hans Sachs, the most prolific German poet and dramatist of his 
age. Propagandistic activities in the form of theatrical presentation were also 
very influential in an age when most people could not read.

The work of artist and engraver Lucas Cranach (1472–1553) was of most 
assistance to Luther’s propagandistic efforts. His portraits of the reformers  
and the Protestant princes were widely circulated, thus giving them greater 
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personal identification with the audience and turning them into visual embodi-
ments of heroic proportion; however, it was Cranach’s engraved caricatures 
satirizing the pope or depicting the Catholic Church as the Babylonian woman 
of the Revelation that had the greatest propaganda value. These were easily 
identifiable and provided a measure of entertainment, as well as underscoring 
political and religious tensions. From all accounts, these caricatures and por-
traits sold extremely well in the Protestant sections of Germany.

One aspect of Luther’s propaganda strategies was particularly effective: 
He succeeded in convincing his defenders that the papacy was, in fact, the 
Antichrist. This allowed Luther to assume a special position within the 
sacred history and legends of the Christian church. As M. U. Edwards (1994) 
pointed out in his detailed study of Luther’s propaganda techniques,

He was spoken of in biblical terms, taking the attributes of the prophesied 
opponents of the Antichrist. He was not just any monk, doctor, or man of the 
Bible, however learned. Fitted to the role of revealer of the papal Antichrist, he 
possessed an authority and inspired a deference that no other man of his age 
could claim, at least in the religious realm. (p. 92)

The Protestant movement was not limited to the activities of Martin Luther 
in Germany. Other Protestant reformers, such as John Calvin in Switzerland 
and John Knox in Scotland, also used sophisticated propaganda techniques, 
extending the mere persuasive aspects of the pulpit by the judicious use of the 
printing press to refine their particular theological philosophies. In fact, one 
significant feature of the Protestant Reformation was the many different 
Protestant sects that came into existence. Although there were differences in 
the theological interpretations of these groups, their propaganda strategies 
were almost identical. First, their propaganda efforts had two main objectives: 
a negative one to emphasize and exploit the wide discontent with the practices 
of the old church and a positive one to associate themselves with the aspira-
tions and expectations of a new religious order. Second, their propaganda was 
as much secular (especially political) as it was spiritual (Roelker, 1979). This 
latter strategy was especially effective in areas in which new political alle-
giances based on territorial or cultural identifications were being formed. The 
end result of the Protestant Reformation was a fundamental restructuring of 
both secular and religious power in Western society.

The Counter-Reformation

The established Roman Catholic Church did not quietly acquiesce to the 
demands and actions of the Protestant reformers. The Catholic Church soon 
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began its own propaganda campaigns to prevent further inroads on its pow-
ers. One of the most important figures of the Counter-Reformation was 
Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuits, who developed his own highly effec-
tive and instinctual propaganda techniques. The Society of Jesus, which was 
the official name of the Jesuits, was organized into a cellular structure, and 
Loyola created in his followers a highly emotional, almost mystical fanati-
cism. He understood the significant power of education as a means of alter-
ing and then fixing attitudes in the young, and he insisted on total obedience 
from those in his order.

The Jesuits became the major force in the church’s attempt to counter the 
Protestant Reformation, and under Loyola, they achieved some remarkable 
successes. Austria was restored completely to the Catholic position, and the 
Polish peasantry was converted to Catholicism in the face of strong opposi-
tion from the reformers (Thomson, 1999, pp. 179–181). Later, through the 
use of Jesuits, the Catholic Church began to expand its missionary efforts in 
other continents, most notably South America and Asia (China in particu-
lar). For his efforts, Ignatius Loyola was made a saint by Pope Gregory XV 
in 1622. The Society of Jesus continues as a major teaching arm of the 
Roman Catholic Church today, a fitting tribute to the power of propaganda.

Also in 1622, Pope Gregory XV, after examining the state of the church 
in Europe, decided to establish on June 22 of that year the Sacra Congregatio 
Christiano Nomini Propaganda or, as it was more commonly known, the 
Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide (Congregation for the Propagation 
of the Faith), which was charged with carrying “the faith” to the New World 
and with reviving and strengthening it in Europe as a means of countering 
the Protestant revolution. This unified and centralized Roman Catholic 
Church missionary activities, and within a few years, in 1627, Pope Urban 
VII founded the Collegium Urbanum, the seminary that served as the train-
ing ground for the Propaganda.

It is interesting that the methods and strategies to be used by the mission-
aries of the Propaganda were left to the discretion of those in the field. The 
object was to bring women and men to a voluntary, not coerced, acceptance 
of the church’s doctrines. Pope Gregory’s plan laid the foundation for mod-
ern propaganda techniques in that it stressed the control of opinions and, 
through them, the actions of people in the Mass. It also provided a conve-
nient term for the description of the practice of public opinion control. At 
first, the word propaganda was applied to any organization that set out to 
propagate a doctrine; then it was used to describe the doctrine itself; and 
finally it came to mean the techniques employed to change opinions and 
spread the doctrine. Thus was born the modern-day usage of propaganda 
(Qualter, 1962).
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In his study of propaganda, Qualter (1985) pointed out that the Catholic 
origins of the word gave it a sinister connotation in the northern Protestant 
countries that it does not have in the southern Catholic countries. He cited 
an English encyclopedist of the mid-19th century, W. T. Brande, as saying of 
Gregory’s organization: “Derived from this celebrated society the name pro-
paganda is applied in modern political language as a term of reproach to 
secret associations for the spread of opinions and principles which are 
viewed by most governments with horror and aversion” (p. 107). This 
largely negative connotation, as we saw in Chapter 1, continues to cloud the 
discussion of propaganda.

After the development of the printing press and its judicious use in the 
Reformation, the adoption of propaganda techniques became a normal part 
of the strategies devised by those seeking to control or manipulate others. 
Now, all major conflicts in society, whether religious or territorial, provided 
an opportunity for the contesting forces to use whatever techniques they 
could find for disseminating propagandistic information. As an example, 
both sides in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), that titanic struggle waged 
all over Germany and Northern Europe by competing religious forces, 
turned out massive quantities of leaflets, pamphlets, and line drawings, 
including vicious caricatures of the religious and secular leaders. A new 
development of some importance in this conflict was the printing of posters 
from copper plates, which made possible a much wider distribution than 
was possible from woodcuts. Both sides engaged in writing about the atroc-
ities the other had committed (a technique widely used even today), and 
roving bands of uncontrolled soldiers produced printed materials warning 
towns of starvation if they resisted and promising booty to those who joined 
with them. Historians have noted about the Thirty Years’ War that, despite 
the low level of literacy, all classes of the population were reached by one or 
more of the various propaganda techniques (Davison, 1971; P. M. Taylor, 
1990; Thomson, 1977, 1999).

The Emergence of Propaganda

The 18th century was one of revolution, and much of the increasing political 
agitation as subject populations sought to march toward a greater degree of 
political freedom was fueled by developments in printing and improvements 
in transportation. As the century progressed, so did the technology of print-
ing and paper making, and with improved efficiency and speed in transpor-
tation, it was possible to disseminate messages to increasingly wider 
audiences. The availability of printed materials provided an impetus for the 
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increase in the rates of literacy among the general population of most coun-
tries, and written propaganda messages became quite sophisticated in their 
appeal to the reader.

The path to literacy has not always been a smooth progression, for at vari-
ous times there have been political, economic, or social reasons for discourag-
ing literacy in a society. Those in power may wish to prevent literacy as a means 
of controlling the flow of information, or people may have no real economic 
incentive to devote the time to acquiring literacy skills. Also, the internal values 
of the society itself may not encourage the need to read and write in the major-
ity of the population. As an example of the danger of generalizing about liter-
acy, in certain countries women were not encouraged to become literate, 
whereas in others, far more women than men were literate (Graff, 1981).

The use of political cartoons and other visual material that established 
direct communication with the audience became quite common, and satirical 
prints were a staple of most 18th-century propaganda campaigns, creating a 
new visual “language.” In his detailed historical study of the use of print in 
propaganda, Robert Philippe (1980) noted,

Caricature is the most usual and familiar mode of this language. It was by 
means of such distortion that prints appealed to a wider public and gained 
universal popularity. The metamorphosis of the political print was linked, as 
indeed was its first appearance, to the developments in printing techniques. 
The spirit and general tendency of this form of visual expression have remained 
steadfastly the same for five hundred years. The print is a mass medium— 
universal, direct, immediate, and pithy. (p. 9)

But how do such cartoons and satirical drawings work, and why do they 
have such strong propagandistic potential? Philippe (1980) suggested a pos-
sible answer when he noted,

Prints are partisan. They espouse causes. Exaggeration is second nature to 
them. Their methodology is accumulation and synthesis—and hence events, 
places, moments and people acquire an extraordinary intensity and power.  
A print is neither historic evocation nor narrative, but rather a conjunction of 
symbols and allusions. It enlarges, shrinks, or disguises people, to reveal their 
many facets at a glance. The synthesizing power of the print expresses both 
what is visible and what is concealed. To what is, it adds what has been and 
what will be. The image is thus liberated from the grammar of space and time 
and the print remains dynamic, aggressive, fertile and creative. (p. 9)

This was the age of the great English graphic satirists and propagandists 
William Hogarth (1697–1764), James Gillray (1757–1815), and Thomas 
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Rowlandson (1756–1827), whose drawings were sold to bolster rival politi-
cal activities or to make telling moral points for their eager audiences. 
Gillray became the most obvious propagandist, devoting his entire output to 
creations of social or political satire, many of which were circulated widely 
throughout Europe and even in North America. King George III—“Farmer 
George”—and his family suffered widely at Gillray’s hands, and after 
Gillray’s conversion to conservatism as a result of his dismay at the French 
Revolution, he launched a long series of political attacks ridiculing Napoleon 
and the French while glorifying John Bull and the common Englishman.

Gillray’s work was very influential on 19th-century political satirists such 
as the American Thomas Nast (1840–1902). Nast was most famous for his 
crusade against the political machine of William Marcy Tweed in New York 
City (see Figure 3.1 and 3.2, pages 108 and 110). Tweed was reported to 
have said, “Stop them damn pictures. I don’t care so much about what the 
papers write about me. My constituents can’t read. But, damn it, they can 
see pictures” (Hess & Kaplan, 1975, p. 13). The members of the Tweed Ring 
were eventually driven from office, and many of them were tried and sen-
tenced to prison. Tweed himself escaped to Spain, where he was recognized 
5 years later, thanks to a Nast cartoon showing him in prison garb with two 
young urchins in tow. Nast had drawn the cartoon as an indication that 
Tweed was apprehending minor criminals while major criminals went 
unmolested. The Spanish police, however, interpreted it to mean that Tweed 
was wanted for kidnapping, and the word Reward also caught their eye. 
Tweed was promptly extradited to the United States, where he died in the 
New York City jail in 1878 (St. Hill, 1974). This propaganda campaign has 
now become a historical legend and constitutes the most dramatic instance 
of deliberate propagandistic cartooning in American politics. Nast, however, 
was only one of several American cartoonists whose work was influential in 
shaping political opinions in an age when journalism was not required to be 
objective and politically biased reporting was normal.

More recently there has been a major international diplomatic incident 
over the publication of cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad, the founder of 
the Islamic religion, demonstrating yet again that such seemingly innocuous 
art forms can have an enormous emotional and political impact. On September 
30, 2005, the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten (“The Jutland Post”), as a 
means of opening up a debate on freedom of the press, published a series of 
cartoons, some of which depicted the Prophet Muhammad, and invited others 
to contribute their own cartoons. (The Muslim religion forbids the graphic 
depiction of Muhammad.) Twelve cartoonists responded, and the Muslim 
community reacted with official complaints to the Danish Government, 
requests that the United Nations intervene, and eventually a Muslim boycott 
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of Danish exports. There were demonstrations in several European cities, and 
several years of continued conflict, culminating in the arrest of three men in 
February 2008 suspected of planning to assassinate one of the cartoonists, 
Kurt Westergaard, who had depicted Muhammad wearing a bomb in his tur-
ban. Two of the men were finally deported to their native Tunisia, but 
Westergaard still remains under protection. This issue remains a sensitive one, 
and in August 2009, Yale University Press decided to expunge reproductions 
of the cartoons from a scholarly book, The Cartoons That Shook The World, 
by Professor Jyette Klausen. Despite protestations, Yale claimed that it feared 
inciting violence if these cartoons were published (“Jyllands-Posten Muhammad 
Cartoons Controversy,” n.d.). In May 2010, famed South African political 
cartoonists Zapiro (Jonathan Shapiro) published a cartoon of Muhammad on 
a psychiatrist’s couch complaining that his religion had no sense of humor. 
This publication immediately elicited a flurry of complaints, and an eventual 
apology was issued by his newspaper, The Mail & Guardian (Pillay, 2010).

The American Revolution

Historians agree that the philosophical underpinnings of the revolution of 
the American colonists against their British rulers can be found in a variety 
of sources. The most notable is the series of political writings beginning dur-
ing the 17th century, including the work of John Locke (1632–1704), espe-
cially his Treatises on Government (1690), in which he refuted the divine 
right of kings and the absolutist theory of government. Written in defense of 
the coming to the British throne of King William III in 1689, as an aftermath 
of the beheading of King Charles I earlier in 1649, these documents had a 
significant effect on subsequent political action in the American colonies. 
Essentially, Locke suggested that the people are the ultimate sovereign and 
that they always have the right to withdraw their support and overthrow the 
government if it fails to fulfill its trust. (During the Vietnam War period of 
the 1960s and 1970s, many opposed to the war espoused a similar philoso-
phy.) Such ideas had a profound influence on the writers and pamphleteers 
whose propagandistic work was so instrumental in helping foment and 
sustain the energy of the American Revolution. Bernard Bailyn (1967), in his 
important book The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, noted,

The American Revolution was above all else an ideological, constitutional, politi-
cal struggle and not primarily a controversy between social groups undertaken 
to force changes in the organization of the society or the economy. . . . [I]n- 
tellectual developments in the decade before Independence led to a radical 
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idealization and conceptualization of the previous century and a half of 
American experience, and it was this intimate relationship between Revolu-
tionary thought and the circumstances of life in 18th-century America that 
endowed the Revolution with its peculiar force and made it so profoundly a 
transforming event. (pp. vi–vii)

The American colonists were remarkably literate and well informed on 
political matters; therefore, the spread of ideas through the printed word was a 
major factor in the development of a revolutionary ideology. In particular, the 
ideas contained in Richard Price’s On Civil Liberty (1776), which sold 60,000 
copies in hardback and 120,000 unbound, and Thomas Paine’s pamphlet 
Common Sense (1776), which sold nearly as well, were widely distributed 
throughout the colonies (Wish, 1950). Thomas Paine (1737–1809) can be con-
sidered the first great propagandist of the American Revolution, and George 
Washington claimed that Common Sense, an emotional treatise that contained 
persuasive arguments for independence from England, had been a powerful 
influence on the minds of many men prior to the war. The son of a Quaker 
corset maker from Norfolk, England, Paine came to America in 1774 and 
worked for Benjamin Franklin, editing the Pennsylvania Journal. Paine used a 
simple, forthright writing style, not unlike Luther’s, and shocked his readers by 
his boldness while also using wit and satire to bring opposing ideas into sharp 
ridicule. His appeals were equally balanced between the head and the heart, 
and he noted that his aim was to “fit the powers of thinking and the turn of the 
language to the subject, so as to bring out a clear conclusion that shall hit the 
point in question and nothing else.”

The newspaper provided the major vehicle for the dissemination of propa-
gandistic information, and the development of these had been steady after 
1740 despite various attempts by the British to tax such periodicals. When the 
war began on April 19, 1775, with the battles of Lexington and Concord, 37 
newspapers were being published in the colonies. At the highest point, how-
ever, 70 newspapers were being published during the Revolutionary War. 
When the war concluded 6½ years later, 35 newspapers were still in business. 
The war had taken its toll on some newspapers, but others had been estab-
lished in their place. No sooner did a newspaper close down than it would 
reappear under another name, and precisely because of this, newspaper editors 
were willing to print inflammatory material, knowing that they could restart 
anytime they wished. Also, printing attacks on the colonial powers was sure 
to increase circulation among an audience primed to accept such information.

The demand for news during the war increased newspaper readership to 
40,000 households, but this did not include multiple readers for each copy 
and the extent to which such information was then further disseminated by 
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Figure 2.5  A facsimile of the front page of the Pennsylvania Journal 
of October 31, 1765, showing the black mourning 
border and other emblems of death symbolizing the 
death of freedom of the press as a result of the 
imposition of the Stamp Act.
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word of mouth. One problem editors faced was that they had no way to 
organize systematic news-gathering. The principal means of obtaining news 
was through exchanges with other newspapers or chance letters and official 
messages. Even when reports of major events were picked up, they often 
constituted little more than short paragraphs. Worst of all was the slowness 
of message dissemination during this crucial period. It took more than 6 
weeks for the news of Lexington and Concord to reach Savannah in Georgia 
(Emery & Emery, 1984). In the absence of fast, hard news, it was no wonder 
that false information and rumors spread quickly and widely. Printing mate-
rials were also in short supply, and fearing that the patriotic newspapers 
would not be able to continue their important role, printers made special 
pleas to contribute rags for paper making.

A classic example of newspaper propaganda was the so-called Boston 
Massacre, which took place in 1770. British troops had been quartered in 

Figure 2.6  Benjamin Franklin’s famous cartoon in support of a 
“Plan of Union” for the colonies. It first appeared in the 
Pennsylvania Journal on May 9, 1754, and was based 
on the superstition that a snake that had been severed 
would come back to life if the pieces were put together 
before sunset. Each segment represents one colony. This 
cartoon was revived at the time of the Stamp Act Crisis 
in 1765 and again at the start of the American 
Revolution in 1774.
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Boston for a year and a half, against the wishes of the citizens, and they were 
forced to face continuous harassment, a situation not helped by the histori-
cal aloofness of British troops toward the colonists. On March 5, 1770, a 
crowd looking for trouble started pelting snowballs, sticks, and oyster shells 
at 10 soldiers outside the Boston customs house, daring the soldiers to fire. 
Eventually they did fire, and 11 of the unarmed rioters were injured, 4 of 
them fatally (a fifth died later). This event provided the impetus for numer-
ous propaganda attacks on the British in which the facts of the event were 
blown out of proportion or exaggerated to emphasize British tyranny. The 
most famous of these attacks was Paul Revere’s engraving, which, masquer-
ading as a realistic portrayal of the event, was in fact a political cartoon 
deliberately created as propaganda for the anti-British forces. Revere’s 
engraving included a sign “Butcher’s Hall” above the British customs house, 
and interestingly, he also changed the race of one of the victims, Crispus 
Attucks, who was, in reality, a towering black man. The cartoon was consid-
ered to be so inflammatory that when the soldiers were brought to trial, their 
lawyer John Adams (who was later to become the second president of the 
United States) warned the jury not to be swayed by drawings that add 
“wings to fancy” (Hess & Kaplan, 1975). This cartoon was widely reprinted 
in the colonial press and was followed by other Revere efforts, including an 
engraving of four coffins above which were the initials of the American dead.

The political cartoon proved to be a potent propaganda weapon through-
out the Revolutionary period. As early as 1754, Benjamin Franklin had 
drawn his famous snake, severed into eight pieces to symbolize the separate 
colonies, with the legend “Join, or Die.” This was the first cartoon to appear 
in an American newspaper. Published first on May 9, within a month it had 
been reprinted by virtually every newspaper on the continent. Although the 
snake was ridiculed by those loyal to the British side, the serpent won out in 
the end, and in his equally famous cartoon, James Gillray, the British satirist 
sympathetic to the American side, drew the defeated British camp completely 
surrounded by a large rattlesnake.

People had a macabre fascination with the symbology of death in 
American political cartoons, as we noted with Paul Revere’s work. The most 
obvious example took place on October 31, 1765, when eight newspapers, 
being shut down as a result of the imposition of the notorious Stamp Act, 
used a black mourning border and symbols from tombstones on their front 
pages to symbolize their death. William Bradford’s Pennsylvania Journal 
included the masthead motto “EXPIRING: In hopes of a Resurrection to 
Life again.” The association of death with the lack of freedom was a simple 
one for the colonials to grasp, and as individual freedoms were restricted by 
the British powers, these were symbolized as “deaths.” The restriction of the 
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freedom of the press was a particularly galling one for the Americans, as this 
was the chief means of disseminating both political and commercial infor-
mation and binding the colonists together into a cohesive opposition to 
British tyranny.

Samuel Adams was considered to be the chief architect of the anti-British 
propaganda activities, and he based all his plans on the achievement of five 
main objectives: (a) The aims of the revolution needed to be justified, (b) the 
advantages of the victory needed to be advertised, (c) the masses needed to 
be roused to action by creating hatred for the enemy, (d) logical arguments 
from the opposition needed to be neutralized, and (e) all issues needed to be 
stated in clear black-and-white terms to ensure that even the common 
laborer could understand (Emery & Emery, 1984). Adams devoted his life to 

Figure 2.7  Benjamin Franklin’s “snake” cartoon had been widely 
ridiculed and parodied in the British press. However, in 
October 1776, when General Cornwallis surrendered at 
Yorktown, the famous English caricaturist James Gillray, 
who opposed British policies in the American colonies, 
drew this cartoon that showed the defeated British camp 
completely encircled by a rattlesnake. Franklin’s snake 
had the last laugh.
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the Revolutionary cause and became known as “Master of the Puppets” 
because of his ability to orchestrate and manipulate others. He was not the 
most scrupulous individual, and many of his numerous attacks on the 
British, printed under a variety of names, painted the actions of governors, 
customs men, and judges in the darkest possible colors.

Adams was also a master of organization, helping elect men sympathetic 
to his cause and procuring the passage of resolutions he favored. Operating 
from his base as a journalist with the Boston Gazette, Adams put together 
his Committee of Correspondence in 1772, and this group became the pro-
paganda organization for the Revolution. He had his agents covering every 
important meeting and gathering to collect “news” that was immediately 
relayed back to Adams’s central committee, where the information was pro-
cessed and disseminated to the appropriate areas.

Perhaps Adams’s greatest individual propaganda coup was the organiza-
tion of the Boston Tea Party, which symbolized the opposition to the Tea Act 
of 1773, although he took no personal part in the dumping of tea into 
Boston Harbor. The incident is a classic example of provocation that was 
turned into a major item of propaganda when the British predictably retali-
ated, as Adams knew they would, by the passing of the Boston Port Bill, 
which closed the harbor and ruined trade. This action just served to increase 
the hostility of the colonists, particularly after more troops were dispatched 
to the city; the stage for open revolt was being carefully set. Eventually, it 
would come at Concord in 1775, when British troops sent to confiscate 
weapons and ammunition stored by the skeleton colonial army engaged in a 
skirmish that eventually led to a full-scale war. This incident also served as 
the background to another important, albeit inaccurate, American legend—
Paul Revere’s famous ride to warn the inhabitants of Concord, “The British 
are coming! The British are coming!” In fact, Paul Revere’s famous ride only 
took on its legendary status after the publication of Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow’s poem “Paul Revere’s Ride” in 1861. Even then, Longfellow, 
basing his poem on Revere’s account, got some facts wrong: Revere never 
waited for signals from lanterns, and he carried the news to Lexington, not 
Concord (Hart, 1965, p. 639).

During the Revolutionary War itself, relatively minor incidents, such as 
the skirmishes at Lexington and Concord, were turned into major victories; 
Washington’s crossing of the Delaware River in the dead of winter and the 
misery endured by the tattered troops at Valley Forge took on an almost 
mythical status. Many events and personalities associated with the Revolution 
were embellished over the years and have now been enshrined as an integral 
part of the nation’s mythology. The propaganda value of such “foundation 
myths” is an essential part of nation building and is found in every country. 
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These myths form the “core of culture” and are revived when needed to 
remind the population “what this society and its values are all about.”

Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and even George 
Washington wanted to instill into the colonists a belief that not only was 
their cause just but that their “native” skills were also more than a match for 
the trained soldiers and mercenaries of the British army. To this end, they 
became skillful propagandists by manipulating (and even creating) informa-
tion to their advantage or making appeals to the emotions. George 
Washington had Tom Paine’s American Crisis read to his troops, words writ-
ten on a drumhead that have survived through the centuries as inspiration 
in the darkest times in a nation’s history:

These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine 
patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country. . . . Tyranny, 
like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the 
harder the conflict the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, 
we esteem too lightly. (Emery & Emery, 1984, p. 82)

Written on December 19, 1776, these words were broadcast widely dur-
ing the difficult period in the early days of World War II. It is also to 
Washington’s and Paine’s credit that, a week after hearing those inspirational 
words, the frozen and tattered colonial forces won a solid victory in Trenton.

Thomas Jefferson was a master propaganda strategist, with his draft of 
the Declaration of Independence one of the great propaganda statements in 
all of history. Based on a combination of the ancient Greek and Roman 
philosophy of the rationalist “laws of nature” earlier expounded by Locke 
and the modern philosophy of a secular natural law derived from Isaac 
Newton’s scientific work, Jefferson was able to write a document in which 
he emphatically declared, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal.” Dropping all pretense at the fiction that a good king 
had been misled by evil advisers, Jefferson listed a long series of charges 
against King George III and suggested that because all appeals for redress 
had been rebuffed, there was now no alternative but to “alter or abolish” a 
government destructive of the principles of freedom. The Declaration thus 
became the legal and philosophical justification for the Revolution sought by 
Adams as one of his objectives.

Benjamin Franklin also proved to be an instinctual master of propaganda, 
using his talents as journalist, scientist, and diplomat to great advantage. In 
his role as diplomat, he was assigned to the French court to plead the colo-
nists’ case. Dressing in a fur hat and openly wearing spectacles, he became a 
living symbol of the unsophisticated nobility of the New World seeking to 
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free itself from its feudal masters. His portrait began to appear on a wide 
range of popular culture objects, from snuff boxes to chamber pots, and his 
company was eagerly sought by scientists, politicians, and fashionable ladies, 
in whose company he reveled. Going out of his way to promote his new 
status as a cult figure, he used these contacts to enormous advantage, plead-
ing for both financial and military assistance in the fight against the British; 
he was so successful that his personal popularity endured in France for many 
generations.

In his role as a journalist, Franklin had, of course, many years of experience 
both as an editor and as what we would today call a publicist, having promoted 
a wide variety of schemes and ideas during his lifetime. He was particularly 
famous for his series of Poor Richard’s Almanacs, which contained a collection 
of maxims and proverbs culled from the world’s literature and given a prag-
matic American flavor—“Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, 
wealthy, and wise.” He became a master of both white and black propaganda 
during the Revolutionary War. He published The Sale of the Hessians, which 
dealt with the British press gangs in Germany forcibly recruiting mercenaries, 
and later was responsible for a fake issue of the Boston Independent, in which 
the British appeared to be boasting of scalp hunting, a practice that was par-
ticularly repugnant to the American colonists (Thomson, 1999, p. 212). In 
many respects, Franklin was a man ahead of his time, including his clear grasp 
of the rudiments of the psychology of modern propaganda techniques.

With the end of the Revolutionary War, the press had proved itself an 
indispensable factor in the creation of the public opinion leading up to the 
war and an important rallying point during the fighting. (As an example, the 
Declaration of Independence appeared in print in colonial newspapers before 
it was issued as an official manifesto. It was included in its entirety in the 
Pennsylvania Evening Post on July 6, 1776, just 2 days before it was adopted 
by the Continental Congress. As soon as it was ratified, it appeared in most 
other newspapers in the colonies.) Now that the colonists had won their 
freedom from Britain, it would be necessary to implement the new demo-
cratic political philosophy. Although the press had won its own freedom from 
the restraints of the British Crown, it was uncertain how this freedom would 
be institutionalized by the new government that had not yet taken shape.

Once the Revolutionary War was over, the young nation was faced with 
developing its own propaganda campaigns to ensure its commercial and 
political survival in the face of a skeptical world. All the trappings of ram-
pant patriotic nationalism were required to give the new nation a clear 
identity of its own, separate from the mother country, and thus were created 
the military uniforms, the flags, the patriotic songs and slogans, and the 
diplomatic stances such as the Monroe Doctrine, which proclaimed the 
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sphere of interest of the United States in the New World. The development 
and international publicity attendant on the framing of the “democratic” 
Constitution was perhaps the greatest propaganda vehicle of all for gaining 
the attention of the rest of the world. Eventually, the image of the United 
States would be most successfully propagandized through its industrial and 
commercial achievements, together with the enormous output of material 
from its developing mass communication industries.

The French Revolution and Napoleon

The French Revolution was a complex political event that has had wide politi-
cal and philosophical implications for the course of modern Western history. 
Taking their inspiration from the American patriots’ revolution against their 
colonial masters, the French overthrew their despotic monarchy in an attempt 
to establish an entirely new form of government. Such action meant denying 
the concept of the divine right of kings and overturning the “natural order” and 
required a major shift in the philosophical underpinnings of French society. To 
accomplish this change, leaders of the Revolution resorted to a massive propa-
ganda campaign, the purpose of which was to “sell” these new ideas and the 
resulting alterations in the structure of French society and culture.

By 1788, newspaper readership in France was well developed, and pam-
phlets were appearing at the rate of 25 a week; this reached a climax of 
information in 1789, when more than 60 new newspapers were started. 
Although much of the information offered was contradictory, the tone was 
becoming steadily more radical and critical of the monarchy and government. 
Many of the critics were the skilled propagandists known as the Encyclopedists, 
who had worked on Denis Diderot’s famous compendium of human knowl-
edge. Key events of the eventual revolution were themselves all carefully 
orchestrated pageants of propaganda. The storming of the Bastille—the 
dreaded symbol of oppression full of tortured prisoners—has remained with 
us as an archetypal image when, in fact, the prison was almost empty, con-
taining only seven individuals. Furthermore, the destruction of the building 
(which took place 2 days after the “storming”) has assumed mythical propor-
tions. Total demolition was still incomplete in 1792. Destruction of the 
physical edifice, however, was symbolic of the overthrow of the old regime.

The adoption of specific forms of dress was a major propaganda device 
during the ebb and flow of the French Revolution, as were other symbolic 
devices. The national colors of red, white, and blue were seen everywhere, as 
was the Phrygian stocking cap and the tricolor sash. Crowds were manipu-
lated by fireworks displays, the burning of effigies of hated politicians and 
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aristocrats, and especially patriotic music, in which the great theme of La 
Marseillaise remains even today a stirring tribute to the power of musical 
propaganda. The Revolution even had its own official propagandistic artist, 
the great Jacques Louis David (1748–1825), whose works had been an 
incitement to revolution before 1789 and who served in this capacity 
through the reign of Napoleon. David was far more than a painter, directing 
the artistic affairs of the new Republic until he, too, fell out of favor at the 
time of the downfall of Robespierre in 1794. He was later restored to his 
former glory by Napoleon, for whom he created a very specific imperial 
image. David’s style used a sense of realism that sought to create art for the 
middle classes and was entirely appropriate to the revolutionary context of 
the times. His work continues to serve as an inspiration to later political 
regimes seeking to glorify their exploits through works of art.

The French revolutionaries used a wide variety of media to export their 
doctrines throughout the world at the end of the 18th century. W. Phillips 
Davison (1971) pointed out that even their style of dress was worn by revolu-
tionary sympathizers throughout Europe. This form of symbolic propaganda 
was countered when a conservative German prince, the Langraf of Kassel, 
seeking to combat these subversive styles, ordered that all prisoners be dressed 
in them and sent out to sweep the streets. This provides an excellent example 
of counterpropaganda. Despite small victories of this sort, the French 
Revolution was so devastating to the existing social and political structure of 
Europe that entirely new forms emerged, and these required that new myths 
and heroes be created to provide the necessary social and cultural cohesion.

Out of the chaos of the destruction of the old French society, the “man on 
the white horse” emerged—Napoleon Bonaparte—who must be considered 
one of the greatest masters of the use of propaganda in history. He recognized 
the power of manipulation of symbols early in his career as an army officer, 
and throughout his life, he learned to glory in his victories while placing the 
blame for his failures at the feet of others. Like Caesar before him, he wrote 
self-congratulatory accounts of his military exploits and created for himself a 
swashbuckling image of the dashing commander. Napoleon was among the 
first of the modern propagandists to understand the need to convince the 
population that the rights of the individual were less important than the will-
ingness to sacrifice one’s life for emperor and nation. In this way, he was able 
to gather large, populist armies even in the worst of times.

The visual image of the romantic hero was created with the assistance of 
the artist Jacques Louis David, who helped design the clothes, hairstyle, and 
other accoutrements that have come down to us today as unmistakable sym-
bols of the diminutive French leader. Napoleon’s portrait appeared every-
where, accompanied by his ubiquitous eagles, and he took the lead in 
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Figure 2.8  At an early stage in his career, Napoleon is shown as the 
heroic leader. Note the stormy setting in the background 
with the implication that Napoleon, pointing forward, 
would lead the country through this troubled period. 
The romantic imagery was consistent with the general 
public mood in France at this time.

designing a specific form of imperial architecture that was a mixture of 
Roman, Etruscan, and Egyptian styles, all great empires of the past. 
Triumphal arches and massive victory columns were erected, again evoking 
images of the Roman Caesars.

At his coronation at Notre Dame Cathedral on December 2, 1804, 
Napoleon achieved one of his great propaganda triumphs when he took the 
imperial crown from the hands of Pope Pius VII and placed it on his own 
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Figure 2.9  Napoleon shown as the “Emperor of Europe.” Once 
Napoleon had consolidated his power in France and 
begun his conquests, his propagandistic image changed 
to that of a near–Greek God. This fanciful engraving 
shows him astride the world, with the light of the Gods 
shining down on him, as he leads the way forward to 
further conquest.
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head, symbolizing that he owed allegiance to no one and that he was a self-
made emperor. The imperial regime that followed his coronation had its own 
symbols, with the Roman eagle figuring prominently above the tricolor flag, 
and the use of princely titles was brought back for members of Napoleon’s 
family.

Napoleon quickly learned to exploit the power of the press to his advan-
tage as a political weapon, devising new propaganda techniques that caught 
his opponents by surprise. Like most other European governments of the 
time, he maintained domestic censorship, but he went out of his way to plant 
pro-French items in foreign-language newspapers on the Continent. Several 
newspapers were even founded by the French in occupied German territo-
ries, and in Paris a newspaper called the Argus of London appeared, alleg-
edly edited by an Englishman, but in actuality produced by the French 
Foreign Office. Supposedly written from an English viewpoint, the newspa-
per attacked the “war-mongering journals” back in London and was widely 
distributed throughout the West Indies and to British prisoners of war in 
places such as Verdun (Thomson, 1999, p. 223). Napoleon also made wide 
use of leaflets distributed before his invading armies; he projected a promise 
of French “liberty” to countries such as Italy, where oppression had been the 
normal political way of life and a hint of freedom was bound to create wide-
spread excitement. Even the Napoleonic Code, an easily translated volume 
of law, was an impressive demonstration of revolutionary imperial power 
that could be readily transported to other European countries. One of his 
major internal propaganda weapons was the use of the plebiscite, in which 
the population was asked to vote on an issue, the outcome of which was 
already clearly decided, and then the results were published as an unequivo-
cal indication of his popularity. As an example, in May 1802, the French 
people were asked to vote on the following question: “Shall Napoleon 
Bonaparte be consul for life?” The result was an overwhelming majority of 
3,500,000 votes in favor over fewer than 10,000 opposed. Two years later, 
he became emperor when another plebiscite approved the change.

The use of such predetermined plebiscites has been a favorite technique 
of modern dictators and political regimes such as Hitler and the former 
Soviet Union, who were eager to give international recognition to the appar-
ent popularity of their internal programs. This type of staged plebiscite was 
also used by the Baltic nations of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia to demon-
strate clearly the level of internal cohesion and support in their attempts to 
win their independence back from the Soviet Union.

So successful were Napoleon’s propaganda techniques in creating his 
imperial image that his legend became even stronger after his death in 1821. 
Hundreds of books appeared, some attacking him but most praising him, 
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and finally in December 1840, his body, accompanied by the king’s son 
François, Prince de Joinville, was returned from the remote island of St. 
Helena to a magnificent funeral in Paris. Nearly a million people watched as 
his remains were conveyed through the Arc de Triomphe in the Place de 
l’Etoile to his specially built tomb in the Hotel Des Invalides. Napoleon left 

Figure 2.10  Voyage to the island of Elba; anonymous print from 
the period of Napoleon’s imprisonment. This print uses 
the same symbols of grandeur but in a satirical vein; 
the imperial eagle was now merely a vehicle for 
transporting the emperor to his exile, and his now 
useless crowns dangling from its claws. Surrounded by 
the bees from his coat of arms, Napoleon is carrying 
his pronouncements on military conscription and mass 
enlistment.
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behind an enormous legacy of important institutions, such as his legal code, 
the French internal administrative system, the national banking system, the 
military academies and universities, and, most important, a dramatic symbol 
of French might and glory so deeply ingrained into Western popular culture 
that it continues to have useful propaganda value even today.

Propaganda in the 19th Century:  
The American Civil War

The main development in propaganda techniques during the 19th century 
was the increase in the speed with which messages could be conveyed to 
increasingly urban-based audiences. The importance of printing, especially 
after the introduction of steam-driven and later electricity-driven printing 
presses, created new opportunities for refining propaganda as a political and 
economic weapon. Although few major international conflicts occurred dur-
ing the later 19th century, the American Civil War (1860–1865) proved to 
be a devastating conflict, when the technology and effectiveness of arma-
ments had far outstripped the medical assistance for wounded soldiers, and 
the resulting death toll was extremely high. The Civil War also provided an 
opportunity to test the efficacy of the new communications infrastructure, 
based on the telegraph in combination with increases in printing speed. At 
the start of the conflict, more than 500 war correspondents were attached to 
the Northern armies. The full promise of these new technologies was not to 
be realized, however, because war correspondents were not always allowed 
near the battlefields; military censorship was also considerable, with the 
result that many erroneous reports were dispatched to newspapers. To main-
tain homefront morale, readers were often deliberately given false reports 
about the outcome of battles. (The Battle of Bull Run was initially reported 
as a victory for the North, when it was, in fact, a devastating defeat.) This 
was particularly true in the South, where telegraph lines were destroyed and 
communication had to rely on letters and dispatches from the battlefronts. 
The Southern press was far more partisan than the more contentious 
Northern newspapers and magazines, and this left a legacy that hampered 
the North-South relationship for many years afterward. In terms of propa-
ganda, both sides used atrocity stories, and many fictitious engravings (pho-
tographs were still not printable in newspapers at this time) of brutal 
behavior by soldiers were published. Despite the problems associated with 
getting prompt and accurate reports from the war, Americans, particularly 
those in the North, became a nation of newspaper readers eager to gain the 
latest information.
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At the conclusion of the American Civil War, the two sides were left to try 
to reunite themselves into one nation. These efforts at reconciliation took a 
long time but were aided enormously by the extensive communication infra-
structure left in the war’s aftermath. The telegraph had been extended all 
across the country, and many of the magazines and newspapers that had 
been established to supply war news now became staple reading matter for 
the growing population. By 1870, about 4,500 newspapers were active in the 
United States, with the major growth coming from daily newspapers. The 
possibilities for propagandistic activities increased enormously. As one 
English writer, looking at the phenomenon of this growth of newspapers, 
observed,

America is a classic soil of newspapers; everybody is reading; literature is 
permeating everywhere; publicity is sought for every interest and every order; 
no political party, no religious sect, no theological school, no literary or 
benevolent association, is without its particular organ; there is a universality 
of print. (Emery & Emery, 1984, p. 405)

In 1866, the transatlantic cable was successfully completed, and now the 
United States was directly connected to the news flow from Europe, thus 
greatly extending the possibilities of propaganda activities, this time on a 
more international scale. The ability to print engravings and, after 1880, 
photographs added further impact to the printed word. As each new form of 
mass communication found an audience, it was immediately seized on as a 
vehicle for conveying propaganda. Thus, newspapers, then magazines, and 
later motion pictures were each used by propagandists in their attempts to 
capture the public’s attention.

The development of democratic political institutions was the most impor-
tant impetus to the growth of the use of propaganda in the 19th and 20th 

centuries. As Qualter (1962) so eloquently stated,

Even those whose attitude toward the role of public opinion in politics did not 
change found that of necessity they had to learn the mechanics of peaceful 
persuasion by propaganda. With an extended franchise and an increasing 
population it was becoming too expensive to do anything else. Where at one 
time voters could be bought, they now had to be persuaded. Politicians had, 
therefore, to become interested in propaganda. (p. 33)

The combination of the demands created by democratic political institu-
tions and the increasing sophistication of propaganda techniques used in 
warfare marked the emergence of an awareness of propaganda as a ubiqui-
tous force in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. We must also not 
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overlook the increasing importance of advertising as an integral part of eco-
nomic development and the emergence of consumerism, for many techniques 
developed to persuade customers to purchase products were later adopted by 
other propagandists. One significant aspect of propaganda in the last century 
is the symbiotic relationship between advertising and other forms of propa-
ganda, particularly as techniques for reaching audiences become more sophis-
ticated and reliable. Propaganda began to emerge as a modern force in the 
19th century; it became an integral part of the social, political, and economic 
life of the 20th century. As was noted earlier, the development of a wide range 
of new communication technologies—from iPods to iPads, from communica-
tion satellites to Wi-Fi networks for computers, and from digital cameras to 
“smartphones” that combine many of these technologies in one convenient 
handheld device—offers the potential for ingenious new methods of spread-
ing propaganda messages in the 21st century.
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3
Propaganda Institutionalized

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were periods of great expansion of pro-
pagandistic activities. The growth of the mass media and improvements in 
transportation led to the development of mass audiences for propaganda, 
increasing its use and effectiveness. Each of the mass media—print, the mov-
ies, radio, and then television—contributed its unique qualities to new tech-
niques of propaganda. Radio in particular brought into existence the possibility 
of continuous international propaganda, whereas television and other forms of 
popular culture have increased the problem of “cultural imperialism,” in which 
one nation’s culture is imposed on another nation’s. This led to a call for a 
New World Information Order by many third-world countries in the latter part 
of the 20th century. Since the 19th century, advertising has become the most 
pervasive form of propaganda in modern society and is now disseminated on 
a global scale.

The 19th and 20th centuries saw an unprecedented explosion in the field 
of communication and transportation, a trend that shows no indica-

tions of slowing down at the beginning of the 21st century. Initially, the 
limitation on both the speed of communication and the difficulties experi-
enced in transportation in an age of rough roads and horse-drawn traffic 
severely restricted the flow of information between geographically separated 
points. Even the growing urban centers, which were now a common mani-
festation of the push toward industrialization, had problems in circulating 
and controlling information to a large number of people within a short 
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period of time. Newspapers and commercial newssheets of the early 19th 
century did not have wide circulation, and despite the increase in the literacy 
rate among the middle class, books were not yet as widely available for the 
general population as they would be later in the century. Public oratory, 
though important, also had the inherent handicaps of a limited audience and 
irreproducibility. The result was that rumor and gossip continued to be an 
important means of maintaining communication links between groups and 
individuals wishing to circulate specific messages. (The role of rumor as 
propaganda will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.)

Before the practice of propaganda on a mass scale could proceed, new 
forms of communication that provided a greater degree of message control 
and targeting of audiences had to emerge. This is exactly what happened in 
the 19th and 20th centuries, and propaganda became increasingly more 
sophisticated, widely practiced, and accepted as part of modern society.

The New Audience

The introduction of new forms of communication created a new historical 
phenomenon—the mass audience. For the first time in history, the means 
now existed to disseminate information to large, heterogeneous groups of 
people within a relatively short period of time. With the introduction of the 
New York Sun on September 3, 1833, the era of the “penny press” was 
begun, and the entire shape of news was altered. The penny press was not so 
much a revolutionary development but rather the inevitable result of the 
gradual shift away from selling newspapers only through monthly or annual 
subscriptions. Founders of the penny press, such as Benjamin Day of the Sun 
and James Gordon Bennett of the New York Herald, recognized that a grow-
ing audience of middle- and working-class readers was willing to pay for a 
newspaper on a daily basis (Crouthamel, 1989). Whereas the earlier com-
mercial press had disdained much interest in everyday events, the penny 
press deliberately sought to cultivate the audience’s interest in local events 
and everyday occurrences. Also, as Schudson (1978) noted,

The new journalism of the penny press . . . ushered in a new order, a shared 
social universe in which “public” and “private” would be redefined. . . . With 
the growth of cities and of commerce, everyday life acquired a density and a 
fascination quite new. (p. 30)

The formation of these new mass publics came about at the same time 
democracy as a political process was gradually being introduced into many 
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countries for the first time. Although the United States had been founded on 
entirely democratic principles, the young nation was still struggling to inter-
nalize exactly how this rather novel experiment of “government by the 
people” would work in practice. Historians have often labeled the 1830s the 
era of “Jacksonian democracy” because of the emergence of a clear populist 
sentiment at this time. We must view the introduction of the mass press 
against this historical-political background. Schudson (1978), after examin-
ing this important historical event, suggested that the penny press was a 
response to what he called the emergence of “democratic market society,” 
created by the growth of mass democracy, a marketplace ideology, and an 
urban society. He noted,

The penny press expressed and built the culture of a democratic market society, 
a culture which had no place for social or intellectual deference. This was the 
groundwork on which a belief in facts and a distrust of the reality, or objectiv-
ity, of “values” could thrive. (p. 60)

As the newspaper assumed a larger and more consistent role in the dis-
semination of information, the public came to depend on such daily infor-
mation to a much greater degree than ever before and for several reasons. 
First, as yet, there were few competing voices besides the remaining com-
mercial newsletters and the occasional book. Second, even those competing 
news sources could not match the newspaper for availability, timeliness, and 
consistency. Third, newspapers made no pretense at being politically neutral 
in this early period, and therefore they appealed directly to the biases of their 
readers. Fourth, the demands of a democratic political system required that 
the electorate have a continuous knowledge of the workings of the political 
system, and only newspapers were able to provide this continuity. Fifth, the 
average working-class or middle-class citizen did not have the time or the 
organization at his or her disposal to keep up with political or economic 
developments and therefore was forced to rely on the news-gathering abili-
ties of the newspaper. Last, the newspaper provided more than just political 
and economic information; it also offered entertainment and local news that 
created a sense of social cohesion in an increasingly fragmented world. The 
reader was made aware that he or she was part of a wider world, sharing 
and reacting to the news.

The existence of this shared experience made it possible for propaganda 
to work, for propaganda can be successful only when it is targeted toward 
specific groups without having to diffuse the message through a variety of 
channels. Not only did the gradual increase in importance of the mass media 
throughout the 19th century and into the 20th century bring into existence 
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viable and reachable publics, but the media themselves also began to assume 
the mantle of “expertise.” This proved to be a potent combination, for now 
the media were both collectors and disseminators of information, and this 
placed them in a powerful position to act as the channel for all types of 
persuasive messages, from merely informative advertising to the most bla-
tant forms of propaganda for specific causes.

Figure 3.1  The cartoon by Thomas Nast caused William Marcy 
“Boss” Tweed to be arrested in Spain. The Spanish 
police misinterpreted the illustration to mean that 
Tweed was wanted for kidnapping. The word reward on 
the bottom left also caught the eye of the police. First 
published in Harper’s Weekly, July 1, 1876.
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The Emergence of Mass Society

More important than the real power of these new media was their per-
ceived power, for politicians and others reacted to what they assumed this 
power to be. This was an age when the study of the psychology of human 
communication was still in its infancy, and it was naturally assumed that 
people would react in a homogeneous manner to whatever stimulus was 
exposed to them. Much of the concern for the power of the media stemmed 
from the growing body of sociological literature in the 19th century that 
suggested that the population shift from rural communities to an urban-
ized, industrial setting was creating something known as “mass society.” 
Bramson (1961) noted that European sociological pessimism on the sub-
ject of mass society stemmed from the 19th-century notion of the break-
down of the traditional community. Thus, European sociology of this 
period had a preoccupation with “social disorganization” and “social dis-
integration” caused by the emergence of an industrialized and urbanized, 
large-scale society. The end result was that

this perspective of nineteenth century sociology is recapitulated in the 
twentieth century theory of mass society, particularly in its view of the past. 
By contrast with the anarchic individualism of life in the cities, the imper-
sonality of social relationships, the peculiar mental qualities fostered by 
urban life with its emphasis on money and abstraction, theorists of mass 
society idealized the social aspects of the traditional society of the later 
middle ages. (p. 32)

The role of the emerging mass media in this shift from the traditional type 
to the modern type of society was seen as crucial, for through the popular 
media the public was acquiring new ideas. It was also suggested that the media 
encouraged a cultural blandness that satisfied public tastes at the lowest pos-
sible level and thereby severely hampered attempts to elevate humankind to its 
full potential. Furthermore, from the perspective of the socialist and commu-
nist thinkers whose ideas were beginning to gain some credence at the turn of 
the century, the mass media were seen as the handmaidens of the capitalist 
system, lulling the populace into a political lethargy that prevented them from 
realizing their true plight as victims of the capitalist system.

The dominance of the negative concept of mass society in intellectual 
circles in the first part of the 20th century was a salient factor in shaping the 
attitudes and subsequent attempts to control the perceived power of the 
mass media. Subsequent developments in propaganda must be examined 
within this intellectual context, for early propagandistic efforts using the 
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new mass media seemed to justify all the fears and doubts surrounding these 
new channels of information and their potentially dangerous ability to 
manipulate their audiences.

Figure 3.2  “A Group of Vultures Waiting for the Storm to ‘Blow 
Over’”—“Let Us Prey.” It was Thomas Nast’s cartoons 
such as this one that caused Boss Tweed so much 
anguish and eventually resulted in his downfall. First 
published in Harper’s Weekly, September 23, 1871.
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The Emergence of the Propaganda Critique

One major concern that emerged at the end of the 19th century was the 
future of the democratic process in the face of the new possibilities of 
manipulation of public opinion through increasingly skillful propaganda 
techniques. The potential for such manipulation led many theorists to reject 
even democracy as a viable political system. Qualter (1962) cited the case of 
the English philosopher Graham Wallas, who in his book Human Nature in 
Politics (1908) suggested that men were not entirely governed by reason but 
often acted on “affection and instinct” and that these could be deliberately 
aroused and directed in a way that would eventually lead to some course of 
action desired by the manipulator. Qualter noted of Wallas,

Given a greatly expanded franchise, with its corollary of the need to base 
authority on the support of public opinion, political society invited the atten-
tion of the professional controller of public opinion. When to the demand for 
new methods of publicity there were added revolutionary advances in the 
techniques of communication, and the latest discoveries in social psychology, 
mankind had to fear more than ever “the cold-blooded manipulation of popu-
lar impulse and thought by professional politicians.” (p. 51)

Although he never used the word propaganda, preferring the phrase “the 
manipulation of popular impulse” (the word propaganda did not become 
part of common usage until after 1918), Graham Wallas was but one of 
many concerned with the future of democracy in a world in which propa-
gandistic manipulation seemed to be increasing (Qualter, 1985).

In the United States in the early part of the 20th century, concern for the 
increasing potential of mass media to manipulate human emotions and 
behavior took a different form from that of the European philosophers who 
had developed the “mass society” theories. The important revisionist work 
of J. Michael Sproule (1987, 1989, 1991, 1997) provides us with a useful 
overview of the emergence of what he called “Propaganda and American 
Ideological Critique” (1991). Sproule pointed out that the American intel-
lectual tradition was to treat public opinion as “enlightened discussion,” 
rather than as the European intellectuals’ concern about the “rise of the 
masses.” This tradition came about because, in the United States, the alien-
ation between the government and its citizens was far less than that found 
in European countries. Also, inherent in democracy was the faith that public 
opinion would ultimately be rational because it would be judged by an edu-
cated citizenry. Whereas European Marxist-based theories tended to treat 
social class and the political state as the prime shapers of ideology, the major 
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concern of the propaganda critique that emerged in the United States in the 
Progressive Era was for “the implication for democratic social organization 
of the new marriage between private institutions and the emerging profes-
sions of mass communication” (Sproule, 1991, p. 212).

The widespread and potent use of propaganda in World War I was clearly 
a watershed moment in the history of propaganda studies, in Europe as 
much as in the United States. Sproule (1991) suggested that

while progressive propaganda criticism did not begin with the state as the 
archetypal source of ideological manipulation, the Great War did show that 
the American government was capable of pursuing an ideological hegemony. 
However, unlike Marxists, progressive critics treated state propaganda in the 
Great War as less a central problem and more a harbinger of how various 
private institutions and interest groups would compete after the war. Working 
from this perspective, American progressives developed a body of criticism 
focused on the array of social forces that competed for control of what 
Marxists would call the ideological apparatuses of civil society: education, 
news, religion, and entertainment. (p. 214)

In the period immediately after 1918, the concerns of the progressive 
propaganda critics were articulated in Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion 
(1922/1960) and The Phantom Public (1925). Lippmann gradually shifted 
his concerns away from the potential for institutional manipulation to a 
more general concern about the ability of the public to be able to make deci-
sions in the complex modern era. The philosopher John Dewey, in his books 
The Public and Its Problems (1927) and Liberalism and Social Action 
(1935), also examined the new complexities of social interaction brought 
about by the increasing importance of the mass media in modern society. 
Many others were part of this movement. As Sproule (1991) noted,

During the 1920s and 1930s, the progressive propaganda critics developed a 
wide-ranging program to combat the problem of partisan ideological diffusion 
through news, religion, entertainment, education, and government. In contrast 
to Marxist scholars, however, progressives were optimistic about the public’s 
ability to withstand propaganda, especially since progressives believed they 
would turn the ideological apparatuses, particularly education, into weapons 
against the powerful propagandas.

With its wide popular audience, progressive critique became the dominant 
school of thought on propaganda during the years between the two world 
wars. . . . Progressives had faith in the essential cognitive competence of the pub-
lic, believing that all that was necessary to combat propaganda was to inform 
the public about how modern institutions diffused their ideologies through news, 
religion, entertainment, education, and government. (pp. 219–220)
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Propaganda analysis was both an important journalistic and scholarly 
activity in the interwar period. (The role of propaganda analysis in the inter-
war period is examined in greater detail in Chapter 5.) Much of this schol-
arly activity was devoted less to pure theorizing than to analyzing the 
methods by which propagandists worked, often making this knowledge 
public in the hopes of affecting some type of reform. In one famous study, 
using Federal Trade Commission data, Ernest Gruening (1931) exposed the 
propaganda activities of the National Electric Light Association (NELA). 
The NELA had co-opted educators, subsidized the writing of textbooks, 
bribed news reporters and editors, and supplied classroom material for 
schools all in the hope of developing a favorable impression of the monopo-
listic activities of their member companies.

In Sproule’s (1997) history of the “propaganda critique” movement in the 
United States, he pointed out that almost all forms of communication and 
entertainment came under critical examination as potential vehicles for pro-
paganda. Thus, the new media such as movies and later radio, as well as the 
more traditional forms of journalism—newspapers and magazines—were all 
subjected to intense analysis in the period between the two world wars. The 
progressive propaganda critics also directed their attention to religious 
preaching and teaching, now more widely disseminated through the new 
media. In particular, they indicated a deep concern for the increasing role of 
federal government propagandistic activities in the aftermath of the Creel 
revelations about the extent of propaganda in World War I. (George Creel 
was an investigative journalist, a politician, and, most famously, the head of 
the U.S. Committee on Public Information, a propaganda organization cre-
ated by President Woodrow Wilson during World War I). As Sproule (1997) 
noted, this group was concerned that “despite the demise of the Committee 
on Public Information (CPI), agencies of the federal government continued 
to spend the people’s money to tell the people what to believe” (p. 45).

One exception to this activist position was the political scientist Harold D. 
Lasswell (1927; Lasswell & Blumsenstock, 1939), an important pioneer in the 
scholarly analysis of propagandistic activities. Although he did eventually take 
political positions, particularly during World War II, in this early period, 
Lasswell was much more concerned with developing a theoretical perspective 
of propaganda and less interested in public policy. As an example, his case 
study World Revolutionary Propaganda: A Chicago Study (in Lasswell & 
Blumsenstock, 1939) is a meticulously assembled collection of data on the 
precise methods of propaganda used by Communist Party groups in Chicago 
in the Depression years to instill in that city’s workers a concept of world 
revolution. He stated his aims quite clearly: “We are interested in the facts. We 
have taken care to find them. But we are chiefly concerned with the meaning 
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of the facts for an understanding of the future” (p. v). For Lasswell, under-
standing and discerning patterns in the propaganda process would reveal its 
strategies and ultimate effectiveness. He also took the position that manipula-
tion of the mass public was possible because individuals tend to react to emo-
tional impulses rather than to sober analytic statements. As the various forms 
of mass communication developed into their powerful institutional structures, 
employing skillful manipulators of information, such views as Lasswell’s 
would increase, particularly after the apparent spectacular success of propa-
ganda in World War I.

The New Media

Each major form of mass communication that emerged in the 19th and 20th 
centuries had its own peculiar set of strengths and weaknesses. What they all 
had in common was their ability to establish direct contact with the public 
in such a manner as to bypass the traditional socializing institutions, such as 
the church, the school, the family, and the political system. Because of this 
historically unique and very significant ability, the media were feared by 
those concerned with the moral welfare of society but welcomed by those 
who sought to use this “direct contact” to present their own cases to the 
mass audience, whether it be an advertiser trying to convince the public to 
purchase a new product or a politician “selling” policies.

Print Media

We noted earlier in this chapter how significant the penny press was in 
the early part of the 19th century in the creation of the first modern media 
publics. Throughout the rest of that century and into the 20th century, the 
mass press continued to grow both in size and in significance as a purveyor 
of information and as a shaper of ideas. During the fight for the abolition of 
slavery and the American Civil War, newspapers on both sides played sig-
nificant roles as propaganda agents, and in the postwar years, the newspaper 
business grew spectacularly. Emery and Emery (1984) noted,

Between 1870 and 1900, the United States doubled its population and tripled 
the number of its urban residents. During the same 30 years the number of daily 
newspapers quadrupled and the number of copies sold each day increased 
almost sixfold. . . . The number of English-language, general circulation dailies 
increased from 489 in 1870 to 1967 in 1900. Circulation totals for all daily 
publications rose from 2.6 million copies in 1870 to 15 million in 1900. (p. 231)
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Another feature of the last half of the 19th century was the spectacular 
rise of magazines as important sources of information. Spurred on by inex-
pensive postal rates established by Congress in 1879, magazines such as 
Ladies’ Home Journal and Saturday Evening Post soon had circulations that 
exceeded half a million. These popular periodicals, though not blatantly 
propagandistic, nevertheless presented a particular perspective that proved 
to be a major influence in shaping domestic life in the United States. 
Particularly after 1899, under the editorship of George Horace Lorimer, the 
Saturday Evening Post became a major vehicle of mass culture in the United 
States (Cohn, 1989). As an example, in World War I, the Saturday Evening 
Post, which was read by nearly 10 million people a week, took a decided 
anti-German editorial perspective, and

the constant repetition of these themes in editorials, articles, fiction, and car-
toons worked to create a broad-based acceptance for the terms of Lorimer’s 
Americanism. As Will Irwin, a major Post writer during the war years, cyni-
cally expressed it, “In pouring the plastic American mind into certain grooves, 
[Lorimer] had a great social influence.” (Cohn, 1989, p. 103)

Smaller “literary” publications, such as Harper’s Weekly (1857), Atlantic 
Monthly (1857), and The Nation (1865), though limited in circulation, nev-
ertheless had a profound influence on public opinion. Many other magazines 
of political and social opinion also contributed to the shaping of the public 
agenda on issues such as poverty, immigration, business corruption, and 
public health (Tebbel, 1969). Magazines were and continue to be a very 
personalized medium, creating strong reader identification and association 
with their editorial tone and content. It was in magazines that most of the 
political and social muckraking took place.

By the beginning of the 20th century, the major daily newspapers in the 
United States had clearly established themselves as leaders and shapers of 
public opinion on a wide range of issues. This was the era of yellow journal-
ism, in which the major New York dailies—Joseph Pulitzer’s World and 
William Randolph Hearst’s Journal—competed with each other for the cov-
eted circulation by seeing who could cover or create the most spectacular 
news. One famous example of the increasing potential of the press to create 
propaganda in this period was the battleship Maine incident. As a result of 
their direct intervention in a series of incidents fomenting the Cuban insur-
rection (1895–1898), the major daily newspapers in America were accused 
of having created an extreme war psychosis in the minds of the American 
people, leading up to the mysterious sinking of the Maine in the Havana 
harbor in 1898 and to the subsequent Spanish-American War of the same 
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year. A satisfactory answer has never been offered to why the Maine sank, 
but this did not stop Hearst’s New York Journal from offering a $50,000 
reward for information leading to the arrest of the alleged criminals while 
the paper’s headlines screamed for war (Wilkerson, 1932; Wisan, 1934). 
Once war was declared, the newspapers spent enormous sums of money 
covering it, with the Journal proclaiming, “How do you like the Journal’s 
war?” (Emery & Emery, 1984, p. 295).

Although newspapers declined in readership in the 20th century, they still 
provide a continuous source of propaganda in our society. (The number of 
daily newspapers in the United States has declined in total from 1,878 in 1940 
to less than 1,400 in 2010. Interestingly, the number of daily morning news-
papers has increased during that period, with all of the decline coming from 
evening papers, which cannot compete with the other news media in present-
ing unfolding news [“Visualizations,” 2009]). While total print newspaper 
circulation in the United States continues to remain surprisingly steady in 
recent years, there has been a shift in the sources of revenue as more and more 
readers get their news though online sources. However, the “digital revolu-
tion” for newspapers has been slow in coming, and print advertising losses 
continue to far exceed any gains from digital advertising. In 2012, the ratio 
was about 15 print dollars lost for every digital dollar gained, even far worse 
that the 10 to 1 ratio for 2011. It is expected that this trend will continue, 
putting increasing economic pressure on the newspaper industry as its searches 
for methods of survival (Edmonds, Guskin, Mitchell, & Jurkowitz, 2013).

During both world wars, newspapers were the major source of informa-
tion for the general public and, as such, were used for propaganda purposes 
rather extensively. Despite the significant inroads made by broadcast jour-
nalism, newspapers are still read for in-depth information and perspectives 
on news and events; as such, under the guise of both straight news reporting, 
and editorializing, they do carry propaganda messages. Nothing in the U.S. 
Constitution forces a newspaper publisher to be totally neutral and objective 
in reporting the news, and thus whether it be in clearly labeled editorial 
opinions or in the particular slant of an “innocent” news report or in paid 
advertising, newspapers are a prime source of propaganda in our society. 
This is equally true for the large newsmagazines such as Time and 
Newsweek, in which the selection of the specific stories to be featured and 
the way those stories are constructed and shaped can be considered to be 
propaganda. Even an apparently harmless publication such as Reader’s 
Digest can, in fact, be carefully constructed to be a propaganda vehicle for 
the values and politics of the owner (Schreiner, 1977).

The total U.S. book market, including educational and professional pub-
lishing, was $15.04 billion in 2012, up 6.9% from 2011. However, here too, 
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there are obvious inroads been made by digital publication methods that will 
fundamentally alter the way in which books are read and utilized. So-called 
“ebooks” are now a relatively stable force in the U.S. publishing industry, 
making up 20% of the trade (consumer) book industry in 2012. The revenue 
from ebooks in 2012 was $3.04 billion, up 44% from 2011, lending clear 
evidence that the reading public is moving toward this format (Owen, 
2013a). It is estimated that by 2017, the consumer ebook market will be 
bigger than the print book market (Owen 2013b).

The continued popularity of books in the face of declines in sales for other 
forms of reading material such as magazines and newspapers speaks to the 
special needs of the consumer. The dramatic decline in magazine sales and 
number of publications is due largely to the emergence of newer media forms 
such the Internet, video, DVD, and cable television. The future of the printed 
word is still uncertain. New technologies, such as the Kindle (a product of 
online retailer Amazon), and Apple Computer’s iPad allow the downloading 
of books without having to go to a bookshop and offer handheld storage of 
literally hundreds of books that can be accessed with ease and convenience. 
Although books are still an important source of propaganda, they are some-
what limited in their circulation and, except for “best sellers,” seldom have a 
mass audience. Nevertheless, they can and do have an impact far beyond their 
primary readership circle, as the opportunity to develop specific ideas in-
depth makes the book a particularly potent source of propagandistic infor-
mation. Throughout history, books have played a pivotal role in the shaping 
of ideas and attitudes on a large scale certainly beyond their actual primary 
readership. The Bible, even for those who do not read it, continues to be the 
source of social and cultural values that shape a great portion of our lives. 
Depending on the specific theological interpretation, the Bible also serves as 
the source of a great deal of religious and political propaganda on such issues 
as abortion and homosexuality. In the past, such books as Charles Darwin’s 
Origin of the Species (1859/1982) or Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin (1852/1991) were the sources of major conflicts in our society. In our 
own age, books continue to have a major impact, but now this medium is 
forced to compete with the more instantaneous and accessible visual media. 
However, propagandistic ideas developed in books are often picked up and 
magnified by television and the wider “blogosphere” of the Internet, thus 
creating an audience much larger than a book itself could.

There are other examples of significant ideas disseminated through 
books. Although not deliberately propaganda, the work of Sigmund Freud 
cannot be ignored as an important factor in shaping 20th-century thought 
about the psychological nature of human beings. In 1962, Rachel Carson 
published her seminal book, Silent Spring, which, while not intended to be 
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deliberate propaganda, actually became the foundation for the emergence of 
the ecological movement so instrumental in raising the awareness of protect-
ing the environment. Unfortunately, one of the most significant propagandis-
tic books in the past century was largely ignored when first published. In 
fact, had the world taken Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf (My Struggle) seriously 
in 1926, when it appeared in Germany, rather than waiting until the first 
English edition in 1939, the international diplomatic approach to Hitler’s 
conquests throughout the 1930s might have been quite different.

In recent years, a spate of books has achieved great popularity by propa-
gandizing the theme that American moral standards have declined signifi-
cantly and that American society is in the state of a “cultural war” (see 
Davison Hunter, 1991, for a detailed history of this movement). The book 
See, I Told You So, by popular conservative talk show host Rush Limbaugh 
(1993); The Book of Virtues (1994) and a whole industry of similar titles by 
William Bennett, former U.S. Secretary of Education and former head of the 
National Endowment for the Humanities; and philosopher Alan Bloom’s 
best-selling The Closing of the American Mind (1987) are examples of such 
books that have achieved best-seller status by attacking such wide-ranging 
subjects as television, rap music, abortion, “humanistic” education, political 
liberalism, and even the “worldview” of the United Nations as being the 
sources for American cultural decline.

It is now common that in the years leading up to a presidential election, a 
significant number of books espousing varied political positions will appear 
in American bookstores. It seemed as if every week there was yet another best 
seller, often written by a television or radio talk show host, and heavily pro-
moted on the cable news channels and the Internet. These books, usually 
produced very hastily, told the American public what was wrong with the 
country and how, by electing their candidate (or not electing the other one), 
they would make everything whole again. Most of these books are highly 
propagandistic, some bordering on outright lies or, at the least, containing 
unsupportable accusations aimed at discrediting the opposition. Thus, repeat-
ing the themes of his first election four years earlier, in the 2012 election 
campaign president Barack Obama was the subject of many books aimed at 
discrediting his apparent association with radical groups, his supposedly 
Muslim upbringing, and a continued questioning of his true birthplace. His 
opponent, Mitt Romney, was the subject of speculation about his net worth, 
his activities while the CEO of Bain Capital, a highly profitable private equity 
investment firm whose activities had caused the layoffs of thousands of work-
ers, and even his Mormon faith. Building on the publishing trends since the 
1990s, books had suddenly become a major battleground in the political and 
cultural wars of the 21st century.
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These books, usually argued in a highly one-sided manner, have a signifi-
cant impact on those readers who already subscribe to the notion that 
“something is wrong with our society” and are widely cited by their admir-
ers as reliable sources. Attempts to “counterpropagandize” these arguments 
with a wider range of perspectives almost never make any inroads with those 
already converted to this position. Clearly, the commitment of time an indi-
vidual makes to actually “read” a polemical book is a strong psychological 
base for increasing the potential success of the propaganda message.

Movies

It is rather surprising that, despite the enormous inherent appeal of the 
motion picture, this medium has never become the powerful vehicle of 
“direct” propaganda that its critics feared it would. In fact, perhaps precisely 
because of its popularity as one of the world’s great entertainment forms, 
rather than as a medium of conscious information dissemination, it has 
failed to fulfill its initial promise as both an educator and a channel for the 
propagandist. Of all the mass media, the motion picture has the greatest 
potential for emotional appeal to its audience, offering a deeper level of 
identification with the characters and action on the screen than found else-
where in popular culture. The motion picture can also make audiences 
laugh, cry, sing, shout, become sexually aroused, or fall asleep; in short, it has 
the ability to evoke an immediate emotional response seldom found in the 
other mass media. Yet, systematic attempts by governments or other groups 
to use the motion picture as a major channel for the delivery of deliberate 
propagandistic messages have not, on the whole, been very successful.

In contrast, the motion picture has been extremely successful in influenc-
ing its audiences in such areas as courting behavior, clothing styles, furniture 
and architectural design, speech mannerisms, and eating and drinking habits 
(Jowett, 1982). In these and other areas, the motion picture is an excellent 
shaper of subtle psychological attitudes and, under the right circumstances, 
can be a potent source of social and cultural information. In his famous 
study Movies and Conduct, social psychologist Herbert Blumer (1933), after 
examining hundreds of diaries kept by young moviegoers, noted,

For many the pictures are authentic portrayals of life, from which they draw 
patterns of behavior, stimulation to overt conduct, content for a vigorous life 
of imagination, and ideas of reality. They are not merely a device for surcease; 
they are a form of stimulation. . . .  [M]otion pictures are a genuine educational 
institution . . . in the truer sense of actually introducing him [the student] to 
and acquainting him with a type of life which has immediate, practical and 
momentous significance. (pp. 196–197)
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One could argue that movies do, in fact, succeed as propaganda vehicles 
in a much subtler way by presenting one set of values as the only viable or 
attractive set. Over a period of years, these values can both reflect and shape 
society’s norms. For instance, it has often been pointed out that Hollywood’s 
ideological presentation of such subjects as racial equality and sexual free-
dom were substantially in advance of prevailing public values. By consis-
tently being presented in an entertaining and nonthreatening manner, a good 
case could be made that over a period of time these “movie values” lead and 
encouraged a shift in public behavior.

Immediately after projected motion pictures were introduced in 1896, 
they were used for propaganda purposes in a variety of ways. Raymond 
Fielding (1972), in his history of the newsreel, recounted as early as 1896 
there were fake news films of the Dreyfus Affair. Political events, especially 
conflicts, were popular subjects for early films, including fake footage of the 
charge up San Juan Hill and the sinking of the Spanish fleet in Santiago Bay 
in the Spanish-American War. The pure visual power of the motion picture 
can be seen in one of the first films to be made after the declaration of war 
against the Spanish. Made by Vitagraph Studios, it was titled Tearing Down 
the Spanish Flag and simply showed a flagpole from which a Spanish flag 
was flying. The flag was abruptly torn down, and in its place an American 
flag was raised. In the words of Albert E. Smith, one founder of the Vitagraph 
Company,

Projected on a thirty-foot screen, the effect on audiences was sensational and 
sent us searching for similar subjects. . . . The people were on fire and eager for 
every line of news. . . . With nationalistic feeling at a fever pitch we set out to 
photograph what people wanted to see. (Fielding, 1972, pp. 29–30)

The fear of the motion picture’s power both to communicate and to edu-
cate resulted in early and consistent attacks on it from all those institutions 
and individuals who had the most to lose from its inherent appeal. Thus, 
throughout the world, clergy, social workers, educators, and politicians were 
all involved in trying to make the motion picture more responsive to their 
call for social control of this obtrusive new form of information (Jowett, 
1976). In the United States, the Supreme Court refused to allow the motion 
picture the right of free speech granted by the First Amendment to the 
Constitution. In the landmark case Mutual vs. Ohio (1915), Justice 
McKenna, speaking for the unanimous Court, noted,

[Motion pictures are] not to be regarded, nor intended to be regarded as part 
of the press of the country or as organs of public opinion. They are mere 
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representations of events, of ideas and sentiments published or known; vivid, 
useful and entertaining, no doubt, but . . . capable of evil, having power for 
it, the greater because of their attractiveness and manner of exhibition. 
(Jowett, 1976, p. 120)

Thus, of all the various forms of mass communication that have been 
introduced into the United States, only the motion picture has been subjected 
to systematic legalized prior censorship. This situation continued until the 
mid-1950s, at which time the Supreme Court began to strike down the vari-
ous censorship restrictions against the medium (Randall, 1968).

During World War I, crude attempts were made to use the motion picture 
as a propaganda device, including such films as The Kaiser, The Beast of 
Berlin, and My Four Years in Germany, but the most important of these 
propaganda efforts, aimed at molding public opinion in favor of the United 
States entering the war, was Battle Cry of Peace (1915), produced by J. Stuart 
Blackton (whose hand had earlier ripped down the Spanish flag in 1898). 
This film showed the Germans attacking New York by sea and reducing the 
city to ruins, but it also had a reverse effect, in that the pacifist movement 
used the film to expose the war profiteers and armament manufacturers who 
would benefit from U.S. entry into the war (Campbell, 1985). Before 1916, 
most American films were decidedly pacifist in tone, reflecting the mood of 
the American people; as an example, in War Brides (1916), the peace-loving 
heroine commits suicide rather than give birth to a future soldier (Furhammer 
& Isaksson, 1971). Once the United States declared war in 1917, encour-
aged by public sentiment, a flurry of anti-German films were made.

All the Allied countries made propaganda films, with the British govern-
ment going so far as to import the great American director D. W. Griffith to 
direct Hearts of the World (1918), featuring the Gish sisters in a plot set 
against authentic war-shattered backgrounds from the western front 
(Reeves, 1986). In the United States, the Committee on Public Information, 
formed by the government to become the propaganda agency for the war 
effort, worked with the film industry in making films with patriotic content, 
including offering suggestions for stories and military expertise and props 
as required by the studios. The central role of the movies in World War I did 
much to establish and legitimate the movie industry as an integral part of 
American society. By the end of the war, President Woodrow Wilson  
and other high government officials were not averse to being seen in the 
company of movie stars at war bond drives and other social occasions—
something that would have been unthinkable before 1916. This testified to 
the increased awareness of politicians about the potential power of the 
motion picture (Ward, 1985).
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In Germany in 1917, Chief of Staff General Ludendorff sent a letter to the 
Imperial Ministry of War, in which he noted,

The war has demonstrated the superiority of the photograph and the film as 
means of information and persuasion. Unfortunately our enemies have used 
their advantage over us in this field so thoroughly that they have inflicted a 
great deal of damage. . . . For this reason it is of the utmost importance for  
a successful conclusion to the war that films should be made to work with the 
greatest possible effect wherever any German persuasion might still have any 
effect. (Furhammer & Isaksson, 1971, p. 11)

By the time the German government got around to setting up its filmic 
propaganda arm in 1917, the war was nearly over, but this same organiza-
tion, Universium Film Aktiengesellschaft (UFA), survived to become one of 
the largest film studios in Europe, and ultimately a major propaganda 
agency for the Nazis during the 1930s and through World War II.

The period between the two world wars was known as the “golden age” 
of the commercial cinema, as the medium achieved heights of popularity not 
thought possible for an entertainment that had started out in cheap store-
front nickelodeons. The Hollywood product dominated world screens as the 
European film studios were still recovering from their devastation from the 
war. Audiences were so used to seeing commercial escapist material that get-
ting them to view anything that appeared to be educational was extremely 
difficult. The only propaganda films ever seen in commercial theaters were 
the often innocuous newsreels and the occasional documentary such as 
Nanook of the North (1926), which was a surprising commercial success 
even though it had originally been made as a propaganda film for a fur 
company. If audiences were being propagandized, then it was under the guise 
of entertainment, and they numbered in the hundreds of millions every week.

In 1928, the Motion Picture Research Council was given more than 
$200,000 by the philanthropic Payne Fund to conduct the most extensive 
research ever undertaken into the influence of the movies on American life. 
This research was conducted by a distinguished group of social scientists on 
a nationwide basis and aimed at determining the degrees of influence and 
effect of films on children and adolescents. The research was carried out over 
a 4-year period (1929–1933) and was eventually published in 10 volumes. 
The origins of the Payne Fund studies point out the shift that was then tak-
ing place in assessing the significance of media in shaping the lives of their 
audiences. Reverend William Short, the man most responsible for setting up 
the studies, wanted scientific evidence he could use to foster his campaign to 
place the motion picture industry under a more stringent form of social 
control. By the late 1920s, it was no longer acceptable to present evidence 
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that could not be empirically verified. The research itself became the center 
of a propaganda campaign when, in 1933, a popularized version of some of 
the research findings was published in the book Our Movie-Made Children, 
by journalist Henry James Forman. Forman had been employed to simplify 
and, in some cases, distort the research to arouse public concern in favor of 
the establishment of a national film censorship commission. Although this 
ploy did not work in the end, the findings of Payne Fund studies (usually as 
interpreted by Forman) were widely quoted in all types of media and formed 
the platform for launching many critical essays on the state and “influence” 
of the motion picture industry (Jowett, Jarvie, & Fuller, 1996, pp. 92–121).

In the Soviet Union, films were controlled more firmly by the political 
authorities than anywhere else in the world (R. Taylor, 1979). The theme of 
revolution was fundamental to almost all Soviet films, with Vladimir Ilyich 
Lenin, the force behind the Russian Revolution, as the central figure. To 
achieve the maximum emotional impact, Soviet filmmakers developed a 
visual technique called montage, in which various film images were juxta-
posed to create a specific response from the viewer. The idea was that the 
skill of the director could create a reality from the different pieces of film 
that would almost assault the visual sensibilities of the audience and achieve 
the desired psychological effect. The most important Russian propaganda 
films such as Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925), Vsevolod 
Pudovkin’s Storm Over Asia (1928), and Alexander Dovzhenko’s Earth 
(1930) all used montage as a central technique for eliciting the proper audi-
ence response.

But even in the Soviet Union, despite the achievements of the filmmakers 
of the early revolutionary period, authorities were not satisfied with the 
medium’s role, and with the coming to power of Joseph Stalin in the late 
1920s, the Soviet cinema began to concentrate on “socialist realism.” This 
meant that all films were to be comprehensible to, and appreciated by, the 
millions, and their one aim was to be the glorification of the emerging Soviet 
state (Furhammer & Isaksson, 1971, p. 20). As a result of this edict, Soviet 
films were drained of their initial vitality, and they only regained their origi-
nal powers of propaganda in the mid-1930s, after Hitler came to power and 
several successful antifascist films were produced. These included Eisenstein’s 
Alexander Nevsky (1938), which used the theme of a 13th-century battle as 
an obvious prophesy of what was to come.

After the war, the Soviet film industry turned its attention to making bla-
tant anti-American propaganda films until the death of Stalin (1953), at 
which time a change in tone occurred. Until the period of glasnost, the Soviet 
cinema continued to be a mixture of politics and art, and there was little 
pretense about trying to achieve propagandistic goals. In its last few years, 



124——Propaganda & Persuasion

with the relaxation of government control, the Soviet cinema industry began 
to explore themes (poverty, sexual dysfunction, domestic violence, political 
corruption) it would not have been allowed to examine during the previous 
hard-line communist regime.

With the collapse of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe after 1991, 
their national film industries faced an enormous dilemma. Ironically, the com-
munist governments in countries such as Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, 
and East Germany, as well as the Soviet Union, had heavily subsidized their 
film industries not only to use them as propaganda vehicles but also to dem-
onstrate a subtle “artistic superiority” to the crassly commercial cinema of the 
noncommunist world. Of course, it was well known that many of these films 
were, in fact, attacks on the communist system itself, although the govern-
ments seemed to ignore this reality. Such films were very often praised in the 
West for their artistry and “courage” and given international awards. They 
also quite often proved to be successful at the box office, bringing in much-
needed hard currency from outside the communist bloc. With the demise of 
these paternalistic communist governments, filmmakers in these countries 
found themselves without funds and were forced, like their noncommunist 
counterparts, to seek funds from the private commercial sector.

At this point, some of these filmmakers have been more successful than 
others in altering their production style away from its original propagan-
distic perspective to the more audience-pleasing style favored by commer-
cial film studios. For example, the Russian film Burnt by the Sun (1994), 
written and directed by Nikita Mikhalkov, examined the human side of 
betrayal during the Russian Revolution and won the Academy Award for 
Best Foreign Film in 1995. Just a few years later, the Czech film Kolya, by 
director Jan Sverak, featured a much more sentimental story of the rela-
tionship between an old man and a young child, and in 1997 it, too, won 
the Academy Award for Best Foreign Film. Now free from state control, 
in recent years the European film industry has concentrated almost 
entirely on making films with a strong commercial appeal for the interna-
tional market.

The enormous Hollywood film industry has never lent itself to overt pro-
paganda on any grand scale, but at times, even commercial filmmakers have 
used their entertainment medium for promoting a specific idea. As an exam-
ple, after several years of conspicuous silence, motivated no doubt by inter-
national marketing considerations and not wishing to alienate the important 
German market, Hollywood finally produced its first anti-Nazi film in 1939, 
more than 6 years after Hitler had come to power. (In fact, the Nazi menace 
was already surfacing in Germany by 1928.) This film, Confessions of a Nazi 
Spy, was based on the exploits of a former FBI agent who had cracked a spy 
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ring inside the German-American Bund. Once war broke out in Europe in 
1939, Hollywood countered with a substantial number of light-hearted films 
such as Devil Dogs of the Air, Here Comes the Navy, and Miss Pacific Fleet, 
which were deliberately designed as recruiting films for the still neutral U.S. 
armed services by presenting this as an attractive lifestyle. These innocuous 
productions became known as the “preparedness films,” and they immedi-
ately aroused the suspicion and anger of those who did not wish to see the 
United States become involved in a European war.

In 1941, the isolationist senator from North Dakota, Gerald P. Nye, rec-
ognized the potential power of the movies in a famous radio speech when he 
criticized the Hollywood studios for their role in bringing America “to the 

Figure 3.3  A scene from Confessions of a Nazi Spy, showing 
George Sanders as the Gestapo agent rallying members 
of the German-American Bund. Released in April 1939, 
this film was the first out-and-out anti-Nazi film from a 
major American studio and immediately aroused 
enormous controversy, including precipitating a 
senatorial hearing into propaganda activities in the 
American motion picture industry. The film was based 
on a true series of events and suggested that spies, fifth 
columnists, and Bundists were a serious threat to 
American security. The last 10 minutes, involving a trial 
scene, was a direct blast at the menace of fascist 
ideology. It was the first film to name Hitler directly and 
was quickly followed by other anti-Hitler films.
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verge of war.” He was perceptive in his assessment of the movies’ potential 
for successful propagandizing when he noted,

But when you go to the movies, you go there to be entertained. You are not 
figuring on listening to a debate about the war. You settle yourself in your seat 
with your mind wide open. And then the picture starts—goes to work on you, 
all done by trained actors, full of drama, cunningly devised, and soft passionate 
music underscoring it. Before you know where you are you have actually lis-
tened to a speech designed to make you believe that Hitler is going to get you 
if you don’t watch out. . . . The truth is that in 20,000 theaters in the United 
States tonight they are holding war mass meetings, and the people lay down 
the money at the box office before they get in. (Nye, 1941, p. 722)

Once the United States entered World War II in December 1941, the 
movie industry did contribute toward the total war effort, but not only by 
making war films, for less than one third of all the films released in the 
United States from 1942 to 1944 actually dealt with the war (Jowett, 1976). 
What the Hollywood industry did so well was to provide morale-building 
films for consumption on the home front and overseas, because during the 
war, entertainment was not only a luxury but also an emotional necessity. 
American films managed to develop a most potent combination of being 
able to entertain and propagandize at the same time, thus “getting the mes-
sage across” while also attracting the large audiences that obvious propa-
ganda and documentary films were seldom able to do.

In November 1941, a prominent and articulate Hollywood producer, 
Walter Wanger, noted that motion pictures should be used in the upcoming 
conflict “to clarify, to inspire and to entertain.” He continued,

The determination of what ought to be said is a problem for our national 
leaders and our social scientists. The movies will make significant contribu-
tions to national morale only when the people have reached some degree of 
agreement about the central and irrefutable ideas of a nation caught in the 
riptide of war. (p. 381)

Wanger was stressing the fact that although movies were merely a 
medium of entertainment, they were very popular and therefore had a pow-
erful potential to gain the public’s attention. For this reason, it was essential 
that the content of the propaganda “messages” carried in movies during this 
time of crisis should be based on national interests and not left up to the 
patriotic whims of the heads of the studios. Once the war did begin for the 
Americans in 1941, that is precisely the dictum that was followed.

Film was an important medium for propaganda during World War II but 
seldom in the way the official propagandists intended. In many cases, audiences 
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were far more sophisticated than expected, and the result was a rejection of 
blatant efforts to bring about changes in existing opinions. When filmic propa-
ganda was most successful, it was usually based on a skillful exploitation of 
preexisting public emotions, eliciting an audience response that closely matched 
public sentiment. A good example is the Nazi film Baptism of Fire (1940), 
which was a skillful compilation of documentary footage dramatically illustrat-
ing the supposed invincibility of the German armed forces as they battered the 
Polish army out of existence in less than 3 weeks. When this film was screened 
in those countries threatened with German invasion, it had a definite intimida-
tion effect. American films, in contrast, were most successful when they stressed 

Figure 3.4  A still from the American movie I Wanted Wings, 
directed by Mitchell Leisen and released in March 1941. 
This was one of the most popular of the “preparedness 
films” in the prewar period. Filmed on location at 
Randolph and Kelly fields near San Antonio, Texas, 
with the cooperation of the Army Air Corps, this film 
followed the lives and training of three young men— 
a wealthy playboy (Ray Milland), a college athlete 
(Wayne Morris), and an automobile mechanic (William 
Holden)—seen here with Brian Donlevy (second from 
the left) as their training sergeant. The film was well 
received both critically and at the box office and 
undoubtedly was responsible for increasing enlistments.
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positive themes, particularly as they depicted normal life on the home front. 
Hollywood studios, because of their prior experience at developing strong 
characterizations, were particularly adept in their war films at depicting the 
inner strength of ordinary fighting men, usually in groups carefully balanced to 
underscore the various ethnic origins of Americans such as Irish, Italians, Jews, 
and so on. In fact, many of the most successful American films during the war 
did not concern themselves with the fighting at all.

Figure 3.5  A still from Wake Island, showing Macdonald Carey, 
Robert Preston, and Brian Donlevy. This was the first 
major film about Americans at war and was released in 
September 1941. Few American war films aroused 
emotions as much as this one did when it was released. 
The story was based on the fictionalized account of a 
real event—the Japanese capture of the American base 
on that Pacific island, after the heroic to-the-last-man 
defense immediately after Pearl Harbor. The film 
succeeded as both wartime propaganda and as rousing 
entertainment and was an enormous hit with the public. 
This type of propaganda “entertainment” film was far 
more successful in reaching the public than most 
documentaries deliberately created for that purpose.
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In a study of the contribution made by movies to the war effort, Dorothy 
Jones (1945), of the Office of War Information (OWI), found that between 
1942 and 1945, only about 30% of Hollywood films actually dealt with the 
war itself. Although she was critical of the movie industry for “lacking a real 
understanding of the war,” she ignored the established fact that, by 1943, 
having grown tired of war films, not only the home front audience but also 
the combat forces preferred to see the spate of musicals, comedies, and 
escapist romances the movie industry was only too happy to turn out. This 
blend of war films and escapist material, most of which tended to emphasize 
positive aspects of the “American way of life,” combined to create a potent 
propaganda source for morale building during this difficult period in 
American history. Of equal significance was the appeal these domestic films 
had among both America’s allies and conquered enemies, where their popu-
larity was exceeded only by the demand for American food. Recognizing this 
fact, at the end of the war, the U.S. government made serious efforts to make 
available to the occupied countries only those films that showed the United 
States and its democratic institutions in a favorable light.

Since the end of World War II, little systematic use of film for propa-
ganda purposes on a large scale has been made. Occasional commercial 
films propagandize in the sense that they espouse a particular point of 
view about a controversial subject. Examples of such films are The China 
Syndrome (1979), which dealt with the dangers of nuclear power; Missing 
(1982), which dealt with American complicity in the overthrow of the 
Chilean government; Salvador (1986), which detailed U.S. participation in 
the political upheaval in El Salvador; and JFK (1991), which put forward 
director Oliver Stone’s personal vision of the assassination of President 
John Kennedy. Of all the current filmmakers, Oliver Stone has been criti-
cized the most for openly “propagandizing” various political perspectives 
or causes. His film Nixon (1995) and his examination of “violence and the 
media” in Natural Born Killers (1996) have been the subject of much 
criticism and discussion. Stone publicly admits that his films are meant to 
present a biased examination of the subject matter, leaving the final judg-
ments on the issue of “truth” to the audience. The ideology espoused in 
individual movies (particularly if they are successful and feature a glamor-
ous star) can still capture the public’s imagination, often resulting in spe-
cific behavior. As an example, director Tony Scott’s very popular Top Gun 
(1986), which romanticized the rigorous training navy pilots undergo, 
significantly increased the number of applicants at naval recruitment cen-
ters. This film, made with the cooperation of the U.S. Navy, also had a 
strong propaganda theme that emphasized U.S. military “superiority” 
over vaguely “Middle Eastern” forces.
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There have been accusations that many recent Hollywood films are, in 
fact, subtle forms of propaganda for the U.S. government’s ideological posi-
tion on issues such as “the war of terrorism.” Popular movies such as Black 
Hawk Down (2001), which dealt with the incident in Somalia that resulted 
in the death of 19 American Army rangers, has been described by one critic 
as “the bluntest imperialistic propaganda. . . . This time Hollywood absorbs 
local culture into its range of tools used to sanctify the racist massacre of 

Figure 3.6  A scene from The North Star, showing Walter Huston 
exhorting his fellow Russian villagers to defend 
themselves from the invading German army. Released in 
November 1943, this film was written by Lillian 
Hellman and was reported to have cost producer 
Samuel Goldwyn more than $3 million in 18 months of 
production. The film was deliberately designed to 
increase American sympathy and understanding toward 
our Russian allies in their fight against fascism, but it 
eventually proved to be an embarrassment to the 
makers who attempted to “explain it away” at the 
House Un-American Activities Committee Hearings in 
1947. However, when it was released, it received both 
critical and public acclaim.
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thousands during Washington’s first post–Gulf War attempt to enter Africa 
via strategically important Somalia” (Denny, n.d.). Even the recent Academy 
Award–winning film about the Iraq conflict, The Hurt Locker (2009), has 
been described as being either prowar or antiwar, depending on the perspec-
tive of the viewer (Yogerst, 2010).

It is important to point out that the films mentioned above are not part 
of an organized campaign on behalf of a recognized propaganda agency. 
This was not always so, for in the most intense part of the Cold War period 
(roughly 1947–1965), the American film industry was actively solicited by 
the U.S. government to make commercial films that pointed out the dangers 
of communism. This contrasted wildly with the pro-Russian films that 
Hollywood had turned out once Hitler had marched into Russia in 1942, 
and the American public had to be convinced that we were all now allies. 
Previously exposed to films such as The North Star (1942), Mission to 
Moscow (1943), and Song of Russia (1944), the American film audience was 
now treated to The Iron Curtain (1948), which confusingly starred Dana 
Andrews, who only a few years before had been featured in a sympathetic 
role in The North Star as a Russian partisan; The Red Menace (1949), which 
cataloged the methods of communist subversion in the United States; Whip 
Hand (1951), which dealt with communists running a prison camp in a 
small town in the United States to test biological weapons; I Was a 
Communist for the FBI (1951), which later became the basis of a television 
series; My Son John (1952), which examined the reaction of patriotic parents 
when they discover that their son has become a communist; and Big Jim 
McLain (1952), which featured John Wayne hunting communists in Hawaii. 
(It was no coincidence that the name McLain was used to identify the hero 
closely with noted anticommunist Senator Joseph McCarthy.)

The fate of the film The North Star in the postwar period is particularly 
interesting. The film was produced by Samuel Goldwyn from a script by the 
political activist author Lillian Hellman and distributed by RKO studios 
with a big-name cast and major studio production values, ostensibly to 
solidify Soviet-American relationships at the height of the war. The story 
dealt with a Russian village defending itself against the invading German 
forces, and although the inner strength of the Russian peasants was stressed, 
nowhere in the film were the words communist or communism mentioned. 
But even this was too much in the hysteria of the Cold War red scare. When 
the film was shown on television in 1957, the title was changed to Armored 
Attack, and comments were inserted into the film to repudiate the original 
sentiments, innocent though they may have been. A new ending was added 
showing Russian tanks invading Hungary in 1956, with the voiceover 
reminding viewers that the heroism of the Russian peasants in World War II 
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should not obscure the brutality of the communist leaders in the postwar 
period. At the very end, another voiceover apologizes for any pro-Soviet 
impressions the film may have given (Whitfield, 1991).

It was no coincidence that much of the focus of the House Un-American 
Activities Committee on communist subversion in the United States in the 
period after 1947 was on ferreting out potential communists in the Hollywood 
community. Not only did the committee gain national media attention by 
questioning entertainment personalities who were widely recognized public 
figures (who cared about anonymous government employees?), but there was 
a genuine fear that because the film industry was very powerful, it would be 
dangerous to allow communist sympathizers to use it as a propaganda tool. 
Much the same could be said for the attention given to both radio and televi-
sion, for the commercial media were considered to be potent sources of pro-
paganda disguised as entertainment, as Senator Nye had pointed out in 1941.

Since the breakup of the large Hollywood studios and the emergence of 
largely independent producers, little systematic attempt has been made to 
use the motion picture industry for organized propagandizing. (There is still 
cooperation between Hollywood and the Pentagon at times in the provision 
of assistance in the production of war movies. This fact provides much fuel 
for those who see in this cooperation the potential for covert government 
propaganda.) Show business personalities, in contrast, are increasingly using 
their media-obtained popularity to espouse political causes. The majority of 
the public seems clearly able to distinguish the on-screen persona of the actor 
from the off-screen political causes with which he or she might be identified. 
As an example, there was and continues to be considerable hostility toward 
Jane Fonda for her antiwar activities during the Vietnam War and subse-
quent support of liberal causes, but she still had an enormous number of fans 
willing to ignore her political stances and pay money at the box office to see 
her in such films as Nine to Five (1980) or to buy her fitness videos. (It is 
interesting to note that Nine to Five was a political film dealing with sig-
nificant issues of feminism; however, audiences did not really perceive it as 
such.) When Jane Fonda made a comeback film in 2005, Monster-in-Law, 
there were independent movie theater owners who, 30 years after the events, 
were still not willing to exhibit this film, despite the fact the movie was the 
top box office draw the week it was released.

In recent years, such stars as John Travolta, Tom Cruise, and Kirstie Alley 
have actively propagandized, as private citizens and not in their films, for 
the Church of Scientology in the face of sometimes very hostile reactions. 
The propaganda value of such personalities lies mainly in their ability to 
gain media attention for their favorite causes; however, the public seldom 
sees them as credible sources. On the one hand, Fonda could create public 
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interest in the issues of Vietnam, but she was not considered to be an expert 
in foreign policy. On the other hand, both Travolta and Alley credit the 
Church of Scientology with giving them the spiritual comfort to revitalize 
their flagging careers and, in the case of Alley, to break her drug and later 
food addiction. In these cases, the public is likely to be much more receptive 
to such endorsements. In similar fashion, a popular actor such as Richard 
Gere can focus the public’s attention on a sensitive international issue—the 
Chinese “occupation” of Tibet and destruction of Tibetan culture; the Dalai 
Lama has obviously learned that his cause will receive far more attention if 
he associates with glamorous movie stars and public personalities.

The difference between a star deliberately pushing a personal cause and 
merely being associated with a politician or political campaign is subtle but 
important. Richard Brownstein, in his detailed examination of the relation-
ship between Hollywood and politics, The Power and the Glitter: The 
Hollywood-Washington Connection (1990), noted that the specific image a 
star projects can lend an aura to the politician who associates with him or 
her and that this association sends a cultural message to the audience. 
Brownstein continued,

For their fans, these entertainers embody memories, lifestyles, places and times, 
shared experiences. They suggest a way of looking at the world, symbolizing 
not only experiences but also values; you can often tell a lot about someone by 
how they feel about John Wayne or Sylvester Stallone, or whether they prefer 
Bob Dylan to Elvis Presley. They are all part of the code people use to recognize 
others like themselves.

These cultural messages can help politicians make themselves more 
three-dimensional, particularly to the many voters who pay little attention 
to elections.

To play these cultural roles, stars need not be personally credible messen-
gers on public policy, the way they must to push individual causes; what mat-
ters instead is how their image affects the way voters see a politician who 
associates with them. (pp. 369–370)

When Hollywood attempted to make so-called message films in the 
period after World War II, it quickly became obvious that most people do 
not go to the movies to have their consciences disturbed. Subsequent 
research has clearly demonstrated that movies, like other mass media, rarely 
bring about a major change of opinion; however, we also know that consis-
tent exposure to a specific point of view when the audience has none of its 
own stands a good chance of making some impact. Thus, the cumulative 
effect of filmic propaganda is greater than any individual film. On one hand, 
foreign audiences, often knowing little about the United States, will, after 
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years of exposure to American films, develop very specific beliefs and atti-
tudes about the American way of life. On the other hand, no single film can 
change an individual’s racial attitudes ingrained after years of socialization.

The U.S. government is still very concerned about the potential for filmic 
propaganda from both inside and outside the country. In 1983, the U.S. 
Department of Justice labeled three documentary films produced by the 
National Film Board of Canada “propaganda.” One of these films, If You 
Love This Planet, about the nuclear arms race, subsequently won an 
Academy Award (Rosenberg, 1983). This labeling issue was challenged in 
court, and on April 27, 1987, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the federal law 
under which this decision was made, stating that the labeling was “neutral 
and evenhanded” and did not constitute an infringement of freedom of the 
press. (For an excellent, full account of this important case, see Gustainis, 
1989.) American films being exported are also subject to censorship for 
propagandizing. Through a little-known program, under the Beirut 
Agreement adopted by the United Nations in 1948 to “facilitate the interna-
tional circulation of visual and auditory material of educational, scientific 
and cultural character,” the U.S. Information Agency (USIA) provided 
“Certificates of International Educational Character” to all films wishing to 
be exempt from export duties. Over the years, the many films that have been 
denied such certificates fall into one of three categories: (a) blatant promo-
tion of a specific product or service, (b) offensive religious proselytizing, or 
(c) political propaganda. In 1983, The Killing Ground, an Emmy-winning 
ABC News documentary on toxic wastes, was denied a certificate on the 
basis that it was “emotional rather than technical” and because “the primary 
purpose or effect of the film appears to be less to instruct or inform in an 
educational sense than to present a special point of view” (Rosenberg, 1983, 
p. 40). John Mendenhall, who ran the program at the USIA at the time, said, 
“If we feel that the purpose of the film is to advocate a cause or is persuasive 
of one point of view, that’s one type of propaganda, and we deny it a cer-
tificate” (Rosenberg, 1983, p. 41). The fact that no similar incidents of film 
censorship have occurred in the past 30 years indicates that a more enlight-
ened perspective was subsequently adopted by the USIA and its successor 
agencies, but a change in administration ideology could alter that.

Michael Moore and Fahrenheit 9/11

In the midst of the heated 2004 presidential race between incumbent 
George W. Bush and Senator John Kerry, the possibilities of movie propa-
ganda somewhat unexpectedly appeared in full force. The documentary 
filmmaker Michael Moore, who had previously made well-received but 
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contentious films on such subjects as General Motors’s treatment of its 
workers (Roger and Me, 1996) and gun ownership in the United States 
(Bowling for Columbine, 2001), turned his attention to examining President 
George Bush’s role in fomenting the Iraq War. Using a variety of old and new 
film clips, Moore constructed an incendiary version of the president’s delib-
erate actions in bringing about this conflict while also raising questions 
about the president’s service record. Overall, the movie appeared to be a 
devastating attack on the Bush administration and the president personally, 
and it was highly acclaimed by those opposed to the war and the president’s 
reelection. However, there were others who were equally hostile in their 
opposition to the film, and it was quickly labeled as nothing but “left-wing 
propaganda” and a scurrilous character assassination.

The publicity surrounding the film and the passions associated with the 
upcoming election made the film into a significant box-office success. It sub-
sequently become the largest grossing documentary film in movie history, 
making more than $222 million worldwide and winning several prestigious 
international awards such as the Palme D’Or at the Cannes International Film 
Festival. When released as a home video, just weeks before the election, it shat-
tered all records for sales by a documentary (previously held by Moore’s own 
Bowling for Columbine). In early 2005, there was additional controversy 
when the film was excluded from the Academy Awards documentary category, 
and questions were raised as to whether this really was a documentary at all.

There is little doubt that Fahrenheit 9/11 is a skillful propagandistic con-
struction. The psychologist Dr. Kelton Rhoads (2004), in his perceptive and 
detailed analysis of the film, noted at the end the following: “Call it what 
you will. For my part, I see a consistent, effective, and clever use of a range 
of established propaganda tactics. If only a few of these tactics were used, or 
if the attempt to deceive weren’t as apparent, I might equivocate. But Moore 
has located many of the fundamental ‘bugs’ in the human hardware, and 
capitalizes on them with skill” (p. 27).

Just how effective was Fahrenheit 9/11 as a propaganda weapon for the 
opposition to the president? There is substantial evidence, both anecdotal and 
by poll measurement, that this film very largely “preached to the choir,” in that 
it garnered substantial support from those who already believed that the United 
States had been duped into the Iraq War and changed very few minds from the 
group who felt that the invasion was justified. A poll of those exiting the movie 
conducted by Opinion Works in July 2004 showed the following results:

Before you saw the movie today, how were you planning to vote this November?

Bush 2%

Kerry 86%
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Nader 0%

Another candidate 2%

Undecided 8%

Not planning to vote 2%

After seeing the movie, are you more likely to vote for one of these candidates, 
or hasn’t the movie made a difference?

More likely to vote for:

Bush 2%

Kerry 66%

Nader 0%

Makes no difference in how I will vote 33%

These data indicate that the main constituency for Fahrenheit 9/11 were 
those already firmly in the John Kerry camp; only a relatively small num-
ber of the audience would have actually changed their minds after viewing 
the film.

Earlier in the year, another movie, The Passion of the Christ, directed by 
Mel Gibson, had also created considerable public comment. There were two 
central issues of concern: The first was the film’s potential for spreading anti-
Semitic feelings over the historical issue of who was responsible for the death 
of Jesus. The second focused on the possibility that the strong religious con-
tent of the film was a not so subtle comment on the normal “immoral” 
content of Hollywood films and could serve to galvanize evangelical forces 
for the Republicans in the upcoming election. The Passion of the Christ was 
the largest moneymaker of the year, grossing more than $370 million in the 
domestic market alone. It was inevitable that this movie would be compared 
to Fahrenheit 9/11 in terms of their deliberate “propagandizing” of specific 
messages, each to apparently opposing ideologies. During the presidential 
election, the two films became symbols of the increasing cultural differences 
obvious in the United States. The final word was offered by the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, which did not nominate either film for 
major Oscars in March 2005.

In the 2012 presidential campaign, a full-length documentary titled 2016: 
Obama’s America was released to movie theaters across the nation. The film 
was based on the book The Roots of Obama’s Rage by Dinesh D’Souza, and 
it featured the author at the narrator/investigator. The film traced Obama’s 
background from his birth to the present and attempted to explore the 
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people and the places that had formed his views. The central point of the 
film was to establish that this background had left Obama with a distinctly 
“anti-colonial” philosophy that formed the basis of his policies during his 
first term in office. These policies, it was suggested were essentially “un-
American” and would lead ultimately to changing the nature of American 
society and culture. As one critic put it,

The film is well made and crafted to hold the audience’s attention. Those who 
are already anti-Obama will cling to every frame of film and every reference 
that supports their feelings about the man. Those who are pro-Obama will be 
enraged by what they will see as a slanted view of the man and his policies.

2016: Obama’s America is a propaganda piece. It is perfectly timed to reach 
audiences during the frenzy of the Republican Convention. For those looking 
for further proof that Obama has to be defeated, the facts in this film will be 
like manna from Heaven. For those who are pleased with the job the president 
is doing and still find him the only one who can deliver “Hope and Change” 
this movie will be considered a worthless piece of trash. (Cooper, 2012)

These examples serve to illustrate several key points about the potential 
of the movies as propaganda vehicles. It is accepted that the inherent attrac-
tiveness and emotional appeal of the image on the large screen, combined 
with a compelling narrative, and displayed in a darkened theater welcomes 
a level of audience involvement (participation) that is still unequalled by 
almost all other media. (Some very sophisticated technologies such as virtual 
reality devices my someday prove to be more effective.) This level of audi-
ence involvement only naturally leads to a fear that, given the proper set of 
circumstances (such as political or civil upheaval, or individual emotional 
crises), the motion picture does, indeed, have the potential to become a pow-
erful tool in the propagandist’s arsenal. However, in the case of the commer-
cial motion picture there are several factors, especially economic and 
psychological, that mitigate against such a possibility. Generally audiences 
pay their money at the box office expecting to be entertained, and naturally 
resist obvious and deliberate attempts to be “propagandized.” Of course the 
subject matter of the film may be viewed by some as being, in fact, propa-
ganda. As an example, the release of the animated film of Dr. Seuss’s The 
Lorax (2012) evoked a great deal of controversy regarding its “liberal eco-
friendly” agenda. (In this particular case, there is partial reality to this 
charge, and Theodore Geisel [Dr. Seuss], himself a major contributor to the 
United States propaganda effort in World War II, had once called The Lorax 
“propaganda.”) Other recent mainstream films such as The Hurt Locker 
(2008) and Dear John (2010) have been called pro-Iraqi War propaganda, 
while Green Zone (2010) is anti-Iraqi War propaganda. Elements of 
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propagandistic intent can be detected in almost every film if one looks hard 
enough. In an age of intense ideological division, even a very successful ani-
mated film like Wall-E (2008) suffers from criticism. Talk radio host Lars 
Larson, appearing on the MSNBC cable news network show Verdict, said of 
the film,

It’s propaganda! We’re talking about a movie that foists off on little kids the 
idea that human beings are bad for planet earth. And that’s not true. Why are 
human beings bad for planet earth? . . . If you take your kids to this, under-
stand they’re going to come away with the idea that mommy and daddy are 
bad for the planet and the planet would be better off without them. (Frick, 
2008, para. 4)

The key question is how much of this contentious content is recognized 
and internalized by the paying audience? Do children who have seen The 
Lorax come away from the film with a renewed sense of ecological 
responsibility? Do adults accept the version of the Iraqi conflict as inter-
preted by Green Zone, or are they more likely to buy into the heroics of 
the Navy Seals as depicted in Act of Valor (2012)? Clearly every film has 
a message, some more obvious than others, but only a detailed examina-
tion of the specifics surrounding the production of a film will reveal the 
extent to which propagandistic elements were deliberately worked into 
the narrative.

The motion picture is still a highly effective form of information dissemi-
nation, but its use as a propaganda vehicle is severely restricted by several 
factors. First, audiences worldwide have become used to large-budget films 
with high-quality production values, and this works against the use of low-
budget productions. Second, the concept of the fictional story, complete with 
acknowledged stars as the basic attraction in commercial films, is so well 
established that generating a mass audience for anything else is very difficult. 
Third, the distribution system for commercial films is tightly organized and 
extremely difficult to break into for those outside the mainstream filmmak-
ing community. Last, traditional filmmaking technology has been superseded 
by video technologies and computer “streaming” techniques that offer 
greater opportunities for dissemination of propaganda messages without the 
need for a large audience base to justify cost. Thus, the motion picture’s 
effectiveness as a propaganda medium is largely limited to the values and 
ideologies that are an integral part of the plot structure. Such content, 
though subtle, is in its own right an extremely potent source of modern pro-
paganda and is certainly more powerful in the long run than the deliberate 
and often clumsy attempts of the past.
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Radio

The invention of radio in the late 19th century altered for all time the 
practice of propaganda, making it possible for messages to be sent across 
borders and over long distances without the need for a physical presence. 
Ultimately, radio has become the major medium of full-scale international 
white propaganda, in which the source of the message is clear and the audi-
ence knows and often eagerly expects to hear different political viewpoints. 
Despite the inroads made by television viewing on leisure-time activities in 
most industrialized countries, there is no indication of any decline in the use 
of radio for propaganda purposes, and large sums of money are currently 
spent on the worldwide dissemination of information from a variety of 
political ideologies.

The first known use of radio for international broadcasting was in 1915, 
when Germany provided a daily news report of war activities, which was 
widely used by both the domestic and foreign press that were starved for 
up-to-date news. Although these broadcasts were in Morse code, and there-
fore not available to all, they served their purpose. Radio was used dramati-
cally by the Soviets in 1917, when under the call sign “To all . . . to all . . . to 
all . . . ,” the Council of the People’s Commissars’ Radio put out the historic 
message of Lenin announcing the start of a new age on October 30 (Hale, 
1975). The message stated, “The All-Russian Congress of Soviets has formed 
a new Soviet Government. The Government of Kerensky has been over-
thrown and arrested. . . . All official institutions are in the hands of the 
Soviet Government” (p. 16). This was an international call to all revolution-
ary groups throughout Europe, as well as to those inside Russia, and later 
broadcasts would be aimed specifically at foreign workers to “be on the 
watch and not to relax the pressure on your rulers.” Soviet radio was quickly 
placed under the control of the government, for Lenin noted that radio was 
a “newspaper without paper . . . and without boundaries” and a potentially 
important medium for communicating his communist ideas to the dispersed 
workers and peasants in both Russia and the rest of Europe and, ultimately, 
the world (Hale, 1975, pp. 16–17). By 1922, Moscow had the most power-
ful radio station in existence, followed in 1925 by a powerful shortwave 
transmitter, which soon began broadcasting in English.

Interest in radio grew rapidly during the 1920s, and turning the radio dial 
in the hope of picking up foreign stations became the pastime of millions of 
listeners in many countries. In the United States, much of the pioneering 
credit can be given to station KDKA in Pittsburgh, which started the first 
regularly scheduled radio service in 1920. By the end of 1923, the station 
had successfully transmitted a special holiday program to Great Britain, 
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which was picked up and rebroadcast from a Manchester station, and later 
in 1924 and 1925, it broadcast programs to South Africa and Australia, 
respectively. These early broadcasts set the scene for a regular exchange of 
radio programs between countries during the late 1920s and early 1930s, 
and shortwave radio listening became a fascinating hobby for enthusiastic 
radio fans. The Dutch inaugurated the first regular shortwave broadcasts in 
1927, sponsored by the giant electrical engineering company Philips; by 
1930, this station was broadcasting to most parts of the world in more than 
20 languages.

Radio Moscow started broadcasting in French in 1929. This action 
caused an outcry from the French press, which questioned the right of the 
Soviets to broadcast in a language other than their own, and the League of 
Nations was asked to consider the matter. Within a year, the French had seen 
the light and began their own international broadcasts. In 1930, the English-
language broadcasts from Moscow had caused sufficient concern to warrant 
the British Post Office to monitor these on a regular basis. The success of 
these foreign broadcasts was not lost on the British Broadcasting Corporation 
(BBC), which in 1929 proposed to the Imperial Conference (where all parts 
of the British Empire were represented) that a worldwide service be estab-
lished to maintain the links of the empire. In proposing this service, the BBC 
submission noted that, in presenting national cultures to other parts of the 
world, the “boundary between cultural and tendentious propaganda is in 
practice very indefinite” (Bumpus & Skelt, 1985, p. 13). The Empire Service 
was begun in 1932 in English only. One week after it opened, King George 
V delivered a Christmas message to his subjects throughout the world, and 
the New York Times ran the banner headline “Distant Lands Thrill to His 
God Bless You!” The BBC gained enormous publicity and prestige from this 
broadcast.

In 1929, Germany also started broadcasting to its nationals abroad from 
a shortwave transmitter outside Berlin, and Italy set up its service in 1930, 
broadcasting at first only Italian domestic programs. By 1932, even the 
League of Nations had its own station broadcasting news bulletins in three 
languages: English, French, and Spanish. Only in the United States did the 
government steer well clear of any involvement with international broad-
casting, preferring to leave this to the large commercial networks then being 
established. These stations, of course, broadcast in English only and there-
fore did not have the same direct propaganda value in foreign countries.

With the coming to power of the National Socialist government in 
Germany in 1933, the role of international broadcasting was dramatically 
elevated to major prominence. (The use of radio by the Nazi regime is dis-
cussed in more detail in Chapter 5.) Both Hitler and his propaganda minister, 
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Joseph Goebbels, had been impressed with the Soviet Union’s German-
language service and the development inside Germany of widespread and 
powerful listener groups for these propaganda broadcasts. By August 1934, 
the Nazi administration had reorganized German broadcasting, and pro-
grams were being beamed to Asia, Africa, South America, and North America. 
The Germans pioneered in the use of music as a means of attracting listeners, 
and by all accounts, the quality of the music was superb, with news bulletins 
and special programs interspersed. One German radio expert was quoted as 
saying, “Music must first bring the listener to the loudspeaker and relax him” 
(Grandin, 1939, p. 46). The 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin provided the 
impetus to construct the world’s largest shortwave radio transmitter facilities, 
and by the end of 1938, the Germans were broadcasting more than 5,000 
hours a week in more than 25 languages. The Nazis also introduced medium-
wave broadcasts for the neighboring European countries, especially those 
with pockets of German-speaking minorities.

Italy followed Germany’s lead, increasing foreign and Italian broadcasts 
to both Europe and the Americas, including the provision of Italian-language 
lessons that cleverly used many passages from Mussolini’s speeches as texts. 
Listeners were asked to send their translations to Rome for correction, and 
by 1939, more than 35,000 people had done so (Grandin, 1939, p. 30). 
Japan began its own foreign-language radio service in June 1935 as a means 
of informing the large number of Japanese living on the Pacific Rim about 
activities in the home country. This soon changed, for after Japan found itself 
internationally isolated following its invasion of Manchuria in 1936, Radio 
Tokyo was used as a propaganda medium for putting across the Japanese 
government’s position on Japan’s role in creating a new Asian alliance. 
Broadcasts were aimed at the United States and Europe, but the quality of 
these broadcasts was hampered by a lack of personnel trained in foreign 
languages. Interestingly, the Japanese government did all it could to discour-
age the ownership of shortwave radio sets to diminish the impact of broad-
casts from outside.

By the beginning of World War II in the summer of 1939, approximately 
25 countries were broadcasting internationally in foreign languages. The 
outbreak of war once again brought about an enormous expansion of inter-
national radio services. In particular, the BBC was charged with becoming a 
major arm of the Allied propaganda effort, so by the end of 1940, 23 lan-
guages had been added and more than 78 separate news bulletins were being 
offered every day, with special attention given to Germany and Italy. 
Governments in exile in London were also given the opportunity to broad-
cast to their home countries. By the end of the war, the BBC was the largest 
international broadcaster by far, programming in more than 43 languages, 
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and because of its earned reputation for total accuracy, even the German 
troops were tuning in to find out what was happening.

In the United States at the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, only 12 
shortwave transmitters were in action, all owned by private broadcasters. 
Under the guidance of the Office of War Information (OWI), these stations 
became collectively known as the Voice of America (VOA). Eventually, the 
U.S. government rented the stations, and all programs were prepared by the 
foreign operations unit of the OWI, under the control of playwright Robert 
Sherwood. By 1943, the number of transmitters had risen to 36, and VOA 
was broadcasting in 46 languages for some 50 hours a week. (A useful his-
tory of the early years of VOA is Shulman, 1990; a detailed examination of 
the later period is found in Alexandre, 1988.) There was some uncertainty 
about the future role of the VOA once the war was over, for the U.S. 
Congress has always been nervous about propaganda activities, whether 
domestic or foreign. (This fear stems largely from the concern that the 
administration in power will eventually use such activities to serve its own 
domestic ends.) Immediately after the war ended, the VOA was severely cut 
back, but with the start of the Cold War, Congress, believing that the U.S. 
response to increasing Soviet propaganda actions was inadequate, voted in 
1948 to create a permanent role for the VOA as part of the information 
activities of the U.S. Department of State.

In the decades following World War II, the unprecedented expansion of 
international broadcasting activities took place. Immediately after the war, 
the main thrust of such broadcasts was toward Europe, but gradually during 
the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, more attention was given to India, Arabic 
countries, Africa, Latin America, and Asia. As the dynamics of world politics 
were being played out, international radio broadcasts became a prominent 
weapon in the arsenal of propaganda. With the communist takeover in 
China in 1949, a new major world and radio power appeared while the 
Soviet Union, threatened with defections in the Soviet bloc, steadily 
expanded its broadcasts in an increasing number of languages. The noncom-
munist countries retaliated, with West Germany expanding its facilities, as 
did all three of the U.S. operations. (Radio Free Europe [RFE] began in 
1951; Radio Liberation [RL] started broadcasting in 1953.) By the end of 
the 1970s, the use of radio as a major medium for international propaganda 
was greater than it had ever been.

Current International Radio Propaganda

No field of international propaganda has been so affected by the dra-
matic changes in world politics since the collapse of communism in Eastern 
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Europe than international shortwave broadcasting. Several distinct kinds of 
international broadcasting systems, however, can still be said to be clearly 
propagandistic. The most important by far are the national broadcasting 
organizations that are usually state funded or supported by a group of 
politically or religiously active citizens eager to reach a specific audience, 
usually in other countries. More than 80 nations were involved in this type 
of activity, some operating more than one such service (Bumpus & Skelt, 
1985). The United States has the VOA, which is the main international ser-
vice; RFE, that transmits to five countries in Central and Eastern Europe; 
Radio Liberty (RL; formerly Radio Liberation), broadcasting to the Soviet 
states; the newly created Radio Free Asia; and the politically sensitive Radio 
and TV Marti as a special service aimed at Cuba and other Caribbean coun-
tries. Russia has one main station, Radio Moscow, the national service, as 
well as many regional outlets. Germany has two, Deutsche Welle and 
Deutschlandfunk. Although the United Kingdom has only one official sta-
tion, the BBC’s World Service, it has an extensive rebroadcasting network 
throughout the world.

The number of stations is not really important, for these national organi-
zations have access to extremely high-powered transmitters that ensure a 
wide reception, and technological improvement occurs constantly. Of 
greater significance is the number of languages in which these international 
services are offered. Russia broadcasts nearly 2,100 hours a week in more 
than 80 languages (the number of hours differs for each language). Radio 
Beijing, of the Chinese People’s Republic, broadcasts more than 1,400 hours 
in 45 languages; the combined American services broadcast more than 2,000 
hours in 45 languages; the German stations broadcast more than 780 hours 
in 39 languages. The BBC once broadcasted more than 720 hours in 37 
languages. Even such minor world powers as North Korea (593 hours), 
Albania (581 hours), Nigeria (322 hours), and South Africa (205 hours) all 
transmit their messages over the world’s airwaves.

Other kinds of international broadcasters have far less impact as direct 
propaganda media. In recent years, the number of commercial shortwave 
radio stations has increased; these stations garner large audiences by target-
ing their broadcasts to specific listening groups attracted to popular com-
mercial programming. The use of pop music (in a variety of languages) forms 
the staple content for such stations as Radio Luxembourg, Radio Monte 
Carlo, and Sri Lanka’s All Asia Service. These stations perform a subtle but 
valuable propaganda role in the international transmission of popular cul-
ture. The United States has found that its popular music broadcasts on VOA, 
particularly jazz, have wide appeal throughout the world, especially in the 
former Soviet bloc countries.
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In the past 30 years, another group of international shortwave broadcast-
ers, devoted mainly to the promulgation of various Christian doctrines, has 
become a significant addition to the airwaves. Broadcasting more than 1,000 
hours a week in a variety of languages, these stations seek to promulgate 
their own brand of religion to as wide an audience as their transmitters will 
allow. Usually financed by subscriptions, many of which come from the 
United States, they have brought a new type of propaganda to the interna-
tional scene. Listening to these broadcasts, a person may often find it diffi-
cult to separate out the political content from the religious. Vatican Radio 
began its worldwide service in 1931, the first of the international religious 
services, and this number grew to more than 40 by 1975 (Hale, 1975, 
p. 124). In the United States, the seven worldwide religious operations 
include Adventist World Radio, World Radio Gospel Hour, and Voice of the 
Andes. One of Radio Cairo’s channels was given over entirely to Islamic 
teaching—the Voice of the Holy Koran—that used to break off for 1 hour a 
day to broadcast the Palestine Liberation Organization’s propaganda pro-
gram. (This service has since been discontinued, a further example of the 
changes in propaganda priorities brought about by shifting political alli-
ances.) Even the BBC uses the powerful lure of Islamic devotion to attract 
listeners in Arabic countries by broadcasting readings from the Koran in its 
Arabic service.

In the Iraq War, the Pentagon broadcast a radio propaganda assault using 
anti–Saddam Hussein messages. The purpose of the broadcasts was to 
weaken the resolve of Hussein’s public supporters and also those in his 
military. In part, messages said things such as, “People of Iraq . . . the 
amount of money Saddam spends on himself in one day would be more than 
enough to feed a family for a year.” Other messages were directed at soldiers, 
which reminded them that how, during the Iran/Iraq war, Hussein had sac-
rificed thousands of soldiers, and when those who were taken prisoner were 
returned, he cut off their ears “as punishment for being captured.”

Who is listening to all this international flow of propaganda information, 
and what effect is it having? Here, we must be careful to examine the effects 
of international broadcasting within the specific historical, social, and cul-
tural context in which it takes place. Of the more than 600 million radios in 
the world outside the United States, two thirds can receive shortwave broad-
casts. In the United States, of the more than 300 million sets, only 3 million 
can tune in to the shortwave band. The transistor and the subsequent devel-
opment of printed circuits have made it possible for radios to be made avail-
able in the smallest and poorest villages in the remotest parts of the world. 
From the rural areas of Latin America to the outback of Siberia and Australia, 
radio is still a major source of outside communication and information, 
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although the advent of the television satellite and the Internet has made these 
media increasingly popular for those who can afford a satellite dish, com-
puter, or “smartphone.” We must also keep in mind that much of the radio 
received in these areas originates from within the country itself; however, a 
great deal of international broadcasting that can clearly be labeled “propa-
ganda” is still attracting audiences.

The main attraction for audiences listening to foreign-language broad-
casts in the past was to get something they could not get from their domestic 
radio services. The most important of these alternatives seemed to be the 
desire for timely, accurate, objective information that the domestic media of 
many of these countries failed to provide. Often, internal control of com-
munication for political reasons forced the population to seek outside 
sources of information, such as occurred in Brazil after censorship was 
imposed in 1968. At that time, the VOA and BBC became the most reliable 
sources of news on events in Brazil itself (Ronalds, 1971). The BBC in par-
ticular has earned a reputation for being fair and unbiased in its reporting of 
events, so much so that, during the British-Argentine conflict, British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher became angry because the service reported the 
truth about casualties and other information that she considered to be harm-
ful to British domestic morale.

In August 1985, members of the news service of the BBC went on strike 
to protest government interference in the showing of a television documen-
tary on terrorism that included an interview with a reputed leader of the 
Irish Republican Army. The government called the interview “dangerous 
propaganda”; the television news team called it “pertinent information.” 
This strike gained worldwide attention because of the BBC’s vaunted reputa-
tion for being unbiased. This reputation, earned during World War II, has 
continued to make the BBC a major international information source for 
hundreds of millions of listeners who have come to rely on its daily news 
reports. The VOA also has a reputation for objectivity, and this accounts for 
the strong reaction whenever presidents attempt to interject their personal 
political philosophies into the operation of the VOA. Only by maintaining 
an unblemished history of fairness do these stations carry any weight with 
their listeners.

In the United States, with its enormous variety of available news sources, 
all of which are unrestricted by government censorship, there is no clearly 
perceived need to listen to outside news broadcasts. For this reason, the U.S. 
population has never had a history of massive shortwave listening, and short-
wave radio receivers are not normally found on domestic radio sets. It is 
estimated that about half a million people in the United States regularly listen 
to shortwave broadcasts, mainly the BBC and Radio Canada International. 
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Those who do listen on a regular basis do so more out of curiosity and as a 
hobby than to seek out alternative news sources. Thus, international radio 
propaganda is essentially ineffective when aimed at the U.S. population, but 
such propaganda broadcasts are nevertheless routinely monitored by the 
government because, with careful analysis, they can reveal the strategies and 
political maneuvering of the originating countries.

International radio propaganda covers a wide spectrum: On one end is 
the osmotic effect of the BBC, which has, with patience and professionalism, 
carved a very special niche for itself as a reliable source of information and 
all the other nonaggressive national news and cultural services; at the other 
end are the aggressive, sometimes vitriolic broadcasts found on Arab-
language stations in the Middle East, certain African countries, Radio Beijing 
at times, and wherever there is a need to proclaim “a struggle for freedom”; 
and somewhere in between are the more propagandistic broadcasts of the 
VOA, RFE, Radio Moscow, Radio Beijing, and other nationalistic services 
deliberately aimed at promoting a specific political perspective to audiences 
in other countries.

It is difficult to measure the exact impact of all this international propa-
ganda broadcasting. Clearly, some of it is very effective, particularly when 
the domestic population is denied access to a variety of alternative news 
sources and they turn to outside channels of information. By all accounts, 
most listeners of international broadcasts are sophisticated enough to be 
wary of blatant propagandizing, although here again the emotional cir-
cumstances providing the content of such broadcasts must be taken into 
consideration. If the message is too much at odds with what the audience 
believes or suspects to be true, then the end result is less effective than it 
would have been had it concentrated on a modicum of reality. As Brown 
(1963) pointed out,

The main lesson to be drawn . . . is how very resistant people are to messages 
that fail to fit into their own picture of the world and their own objective cir-
cumstances, how they deliberately (if unconsciously) seek out only those views 
which agree with them. (p. 309)

Despite the caution in claiming success for international propaganda 
broadcasts, however, the fact is that many governments in the recent past 
have been concerned enough about the provision of alternative news sources 
to resort to highly costly jamming of signals. (The People’s Republic of 
China still occasionally jams VOA broadcasts aimed at its population.) The 
jamming of signals has been around since the beginning of radio itself, and 
many sophisticated and expensive techniques were developed. But in the 
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end, these proved to be largely wasteful exercises and were not always suc-
cessful, especially in trying to cover large geographic areas. Thus, the USSR, 
despite its most strenuous efforts, could not prevent some of the signals of 
VOA, RFE, and RL from reaching target audiences during the Cold War. The 
United States has never had to resort to jamming signals because, as indi-
cated above, the domestic audience for such broadcasts is not very large or 
likely to be negatively influenced.

International radio broadcasts have at times been a potent force in shap-
ing the world of propaganda in the 20th century, and they are likely to 
remain so in the foreseeable future, but with a different emphasis. Clearly, 
the battle for the “hearts and minds” of listeners will not be the epic battles 
of the past between communism and capitalism, but probably on a larger 
world scale between the conflicting cultures of the industrially advanced 
countries and the less advantaged Third World countries. Since the beginning 
of the “War on Terrorism” and the ensuing Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts, a 
new cause for international broadcasting has arisen in the Middle East, and 
now there are a significant number of clandestine radio stations vying for the 
attention of Muslim populations, broadcasting largely anti-Western mes-
sages. These stations may only exist for a few days or weeks at a time, but 
the availability of inexpensive, mobile equipment allows them to state their 
message and then disappear before they can be tracked down. (The inter-
ested reader is advised to log on to www.clandestineradio.com to track the 
mercurial nature of these radio stations.)

Between the start of the Cold War in the late 1940s and the collapse of 
communism in the late 1980s, the total number of listeners to foreign radio 
stations rose, partly as a result of the increase in radio sets but also because 
of larger populations and the increasing frustration with the inadequacy of 
the local media in many third-world countries (Hale, 1975). Responding to 
popular demand and a decline in censorship regulations, local stations in the 
former Russian satellite countries such as Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and 
Poland are now free to broadcast whatever they wish. It is not surprising 
that, in many of these countries, what has emerged with the removal of gov-
ernmental constraints (and funding) is a form of music-based radio firmly 
copied from the American commercial model.

The rise of the Internet has made significant changes to the world of 
international radio broadcasting, as an increasing number of broadcasters 
have ceased their shortwave transmission in favor of broadcasting directly 
over the World Wide Web. The BBC discontinued a significant number of 
services to Europe, North America, Australasia, and the Caribbean, while 
in the United States there was a drastic reduction in the number of hours 
of international English language broadcasting. Nonetheless, shortwave 
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listening is still very common and active in developing countries such as 
part of Africa and Asia.

U.S. Government Propaganda Agencies

With the collapse of communism in Europe, the future need for interna-
tional shortwave propaganda broadcasting became very uncertain and, some 
politicians in the United States thought, unnecessary. All jamming of VOA 
and RFE in Eastern Europe was stopped, and VOA even opened an office in 
Moscow to monitor more accurately the dramatic changes then taking place 
inside the former Soviet Union. The sudden change of the world’s political 
configuration in the late 1980s caught the propaganda broadcasters by sur-
prise. Even though VOA, RFE, and RL each stepped forward to take credit 
for having contributed significantly to the collapse of communism by pro-
viding an alternative “truth” to its listeners, they were unprepared for a 
peacetime role. This was particularly true of RFE and RL, both of which had 
been specifically created to undermine Soviet influence in Eastern Europe. 
(For a detailed history of Radio Liberty, see Critchlow, 1995, and Puddington, 
2000.) VOA, which falls under the umbrella of the USIA, with its worldwide 
mandate, was less affected and had already begun to change the basis of its 
operations away from direct broadcasting to include a major effort at distri-
bution of radio and television material through its “placement” program.

In 1994, the International Broadcasting Act consolidated all nonmilitary, 
U.S. government international broadcast services under a Broadcasting Board 
of Governors (BBG) and created the International Broadcasting Bureau (IBB). 
On October 1, 1999, the BBG became the independent, autonomous entity 
responsible for all U.S. government and government-sponsored, nonmilitary, 
international broadcasting. This was the result of the 1998 Foreign Affairs 
Reform and Restructuring Act (Public Law 105–277), the single most impor-
tant legislation affecting U.S. international broadcasting since the early 1950s.

Every week, more than 100 million listeners, viewers, and Internet users 
around the world turn on, tune in, and log on to U.S. international broadcast-
ing programs. While the “Broadcasting Board of Governors” is the legal name 
given to the federal entity encompassing all U.S. international broadcasting 
services, the day-to-day broadcasting activities are carried out by the individ-
ual BBG international broadcasters: the VOA, Alhurra TV, Radio Sawa, Radio 
Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), Radio Free Asia (RFA), and Radio and 
TV Marti, with the assistance of the International Broadcasting Bureau (IBB).

The United States prides itself on being a “democracy” and holds itself up 
to the rest of the world as a model to be admired and emulated. As was 
discussed in previous chapters, democratic governments have an uneasy 
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relationship with “official” propaganda activities, fearing that such institu-
tions could be used domestically to enhance the fortunes of the party in 
power. Thus, the establishment of the VOA and other propaganda radio 
stations was accompanied by very strict rules of how and where these sta-
tions could be used. The first VOA broadcast took place on February 24, 
1942, aimed at a war-torn world; it now broadcasts almost 1,500 hours of 
programming on shortwave and medium-wave radio to an estimated audi-
ence of 125 million each week. With more than 1,100 employees, VOA 
broadcasts in 44 languages, including English, as well as provides program-
ming in 46 languages to more than 1,100 AM, FM, and cable-“affiliated” 
stations around the world. These additional outlets greatly expand VOA’s 
audience beyond the 125 million who receive the broadcasts directly by tun-
ing in on shortwave and medium-wave radio.

It is worth examining the VOA charter, which became law in 1976, to 
see how this agency positions itself as part of the mission of the U.S. 
government:

The long-range interests of the United States are served by communicating with 
the people of the world by radio. To be effective, the Voice of America. . . must 
win the attention and respect of listeners. These principles will therefore govern 
Voice of America broadcasts:

1. VOA will serve as a consistently reliable and authoritative source of 
news. VOA news will be accurate, objective, and comprehensive.

2. VOA will represent America, not any single segment of American soci-
ety, and will therefore present a balanced and comprehensive projection 
of significant American thought and institutions.

3. VOA will present the policies of the United States clearly and effectively, 
and will also present responsible discussions and opinion on these 
policies. (See the fact sheet on VOA at www.bbg.gov/our-mission.)

VOA’s programming is heavily weighted toward news, but research has 
shown that listeners are equally drawn to the other features, such as call-in 
shows, English-teaching segments, and, most popularly, music. Perhaps the 
most blatantly propagandistic aspect of VOA’s broadcasts is the “daily edito-
rial” that states the U.S. government’s position on various issues, which also 
fulfills VOA’s obligation to “present the policies of the United States.”

In all its activities, VOA adopts a strategy of reflecting the culture of target 
areas to best explain the culture of the United States. Much research is con-
ducted to discover what audiences in these countries need, and this has led 
to programs with an increased emphasis on how democracies work, the 
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fundamentals of business enterprises, the workings of capitalism, and even 
export promotion.

Future technological developments, such as direct broadcasting satellites 
(DBSs), which will enable both listeners and viewers to receive signals 
directly into their homes from satellite dishes parked in space, pose addi-
tional problems that have already been the subject of international rancor. 
(For a detailed discussion of this issue, see Nordenstreng & Schiller, 1979.)

The recent events in the Middle East following the events of September 
11, 2001, have required that the United States increase its propaganda pres-
ence in that part of the world. As a result, three new radio services have been 
started to provide Arab- and Persian-speaking populations with news and 
information designed to present the American perspective on developments 
in that region.

The first of these is Alhurra (Arabic for “The Free One”), which is a 
commercial-free Arabic-language satellite television channel for the Middle 
East devoted primarily to news and information. In addition to reporting on 
regional and international events, the channel broadcasts discussion pro-
grams, current affairs magazines, and features on a variety of subjects, 
including health and personal fitness, entertainment, sports, fashion, and 
science and technology. Alhurra is dedicated to presenting accurate, bal-
anced, and comprehensive news.

The second is Radio Sawa, a 24-hour, 7-days-a-week Arabic-language 
network that is unique in the Middle East. It broadcasts an upbeat mix of 
Western and Arabic pop music along with up-to-the-minute news, news 
analysis, interviews, opinion pieces, sports, and features on a wide variety of 
political and social issues. Radio Sawa (www.radiosawa.com) originates its 
programming from Washington and is broadcast across the region, using a 
combination of medium-wave (AM) and FM transmitters, digital audio sat-
ellite, shortwave, and Internet. Radio Sawa has six streams tailored to spe-
cific parts of the region. Both Alhurra and Radio Sawa have been heavily 
criticized for not having established themselves as credible news sources. 
Both use “pop culture” as a means of trying to steer young Arabs away from 
“hate media,” but in doing this, in the past they have often shied away from 
directly confronting many of the issues that are of real concern in the region. 
In the last two years, there has been an increase in more directed political 
messages, and both entities have recently established mobile sites making 
them more accessible and easier to share among information with others. In 
2012, it was estimated that Radio Sawa had a weekly reach of approxi-
mately 31 million people (Broadcasting Board of Governors, 2013).

Finally, the last of these new propaganda efforts is Radio Farda, which 
means “Radio Tomorrow” in Persian, a joint effort of two BBG entities: 
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RFE/RL and VOA. Operated from Washington, D.C., and Prague, Czech 
Republic, Radio Farda produces fresh news and information at least twice 
an hour, with longer news programming in the morning and the evening. 
Radio Farda also broadcasts a combination of popular Persian and Western 
music. The station operates 24 hours a day on medium wave (AM 1593 and 
AM 1539), digital audio satellite, and on the Internet as well as 21 hours a 
day on shortwave. Radio Farda complements the VOA’s Persian-language 
radio and television broadcasts into Iran (Radio Farda, n.d.).

It remains to be seen how successful these new broadcast entities are in 
getting across a point of view that is often antithetical to that of Muslim 
tradition and culture and does not take into account long historical ani-
mosities and tensions. A separate study, commissioned by the BBG and 
conducted by the University of Southern California’s Center on Public 
Diplomacy, found persistent problems with Alhurra. The center’s report 
concluded in 2009 that the network failed to meet basic journalistic stan-
dards, suffered from poor programming, and was plagued by perceived bias 
(Linzer, 2009). Serious efforts have been made to correct many of these 
problems, and there has been a tighter control of editorial content in the face 
of increased anti-American sentiment in the Middle East.

If we agree that one of the first steps to achieving success with propa-
ganda messages is to “know your audience,” then the United States has not 
done a very credible job. The emotional issues that overwhelmed most 
Americans in the days and months following the tragic events of 9/11 have 
prevented us from fully engaging in a thorough, objective analysis of “why” 
these events took place. Even now there is resistance to acknowledging that, 
good or evil, we need to understand the reasons—historical, cultural, and 
political—that motivated the attack on innocent U.S. citizens going about 
their everyday affairs. Until we do fully understand these reasons and adapt 
our propaganda strategy accordingly, throwing messages at millions of 
unsympathetic listeners is unlikely to be successful.

Radio and TV Marti

The idea for Radio Marti originated in the Presidential Commission on 
Broadcasting to Cuba, which was established by President Ronald Reagan 
in 1981 to make recommendations on how the Reagan administration could 
“break the Cuban government’s information monopoly” and “satisfy the 
Cuban people’s thirst for reliable information about their own country” 
(Presidential Commission on Broadcasting to Cuba, quoted in Galimore, 
1991, p. 2). The U.S. government was determined to undermine Fidel 
Castro’s censorship barrier by making available to the Cuban people news 
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about world affairs, as well as news about what was going on in Cuba itself. 
President Reagan signed the Broadcasting to Cuba Act on October 4, 1983, 
and Radio Marti went on the air on May 20, 1985, broadcasting to Cuba 
from studios in Washington, D.C., and relayed from a transmitter in 
Marathon Key in Florida. Named after a famous hero of the Cuban 
Revolution against Spain, Jose Marti, thus further angering the Cuban gov-
ernment, this station broadcasts continuously on both medium wave (AM) 
and shortwave. The Cubans jam the AM, but 90% of the Cuban population 
has access to shortwave. In 1989, Radio Marti’s Office of Audience Research 
confirmed that 85% of the Cuban population older than age 13 were regular 
listeners to the station.

Radio Marti has proved to be a particularly difficult internal propaganda 
problem for the U.S. government, in that factions within the large Cuban 
expatriate community in Florida have continuously pressured for Radio 
Marti to become more aggressive in encouraging a Cuban revolution against 
Castro. This tactic would violate the specific guidelines established by the 
advisory board, which stated that Radio Marti “must not encourage defec-
tions nor offer assistance to do so and that its broadcasts must avoid unat-
tributed polemic, argumentation and sweeping generalizations and 
evaluations, and there must not be incitement to revolution or violence.” The 
aim of the station was to present “the truth, hard facts and dispassionate 
analysis” (Advisory Board for Cuba Broadcasting, 1989, p. 7). The power 
struggle for the ideological control of Radio Marti continues as the political 
situation within Cuba itself becomes more unstable with the collapse of 
international communism. In 2013, Radio Marti had a staff of 119 and an 
annual “official” budget of $27.9 million. (TV Marti is discussed later.)

Opinions about the success of the radio propaganda aimed at Cuba differ, 
of course. John Spicer Nichols, who has studied the history of clandestine 
radio propaganda for many years, suggests that the original anti-Castro 
radio stations run by “shadowy exile groups” broadcasting gray and black 
propaganda in the 1970s and 1980s were quite successful in establishing 
connections with the Cuban people. These stations were largely replaced by 
“professionally produced programs” (essentially, white propaganda) on 
commercial shortwave stations broadcasting from New Orleans, Nashville, 
and Miami (Nichols, 1997, pp. 111–112). As Nichols (1997) noted, two fac-
tors caused this to happen: First, the Cuban exile community itself gradually 
moved from being on the political fringe to the political mainstream, and 
second, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) was eager to 
silence all clandestine transmitters on U.S. soil. In the end, virtually all clan-
destine radio broadcasts to Cuba disappeared, to be replaced by the institu-
tionalized broadcasts of Radio and TV Marti and the other “official” 
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programs. Nichols’s assessment of the current political validity of these 
broadcasts gives us much to think about:

Separated by 90 miles of water and 35 years from their homeland, the Cuban-
American leadership is becoming decreasingly relevant in Havana despite its 
increasing relevance in Washington. The broadcasts that Cuban exile groups 
produce and air on licensed commercial stations or are aired on Radio and TV 
Marti at the exile’s behest are similarly rooted more in the U.S. political reality 
than in the Cuban political reality. (p. 113)

In early 2009, the Government Accountability Office issued a report that 
noted that for the past 18 years the U.S. government had spent an estimated 
half billion dollars broadcasting TV and radio programming into Cuba. 
However, the U.S. government had yet to find a way to stop Cuba from jam-
ming the signal of TV Marti, and even though the radio signal had better 
reception, both TV and Radio Marti had audiences of less than 1% of 
Cuba’s 11 million residents. There were also questions about the quality of 
the journalism being practiced, and the frequent editorializing and the use  
of personal opinions as news. “In the old days Radio Marti really did break 
the information monopoly of the communist system,” said Phil Peters, a 
Cuba expert at the Lexington Institute who writes the Cuban Triangle blog. 
“Now in Cuba everyone has DVDs and flash drives, and information 
changes hands more easily.” Peters suggested that removing the ban on travel 
to Cuba for U.S. citizens would accomplish much better results in increasing 
the flow of information into Cuba (Adams, 2009).

Television

The Nature of Television

Because television is essentially a domestic medium, it has not been exten-
sively used as a means of direct international propaganda (with the excep-
tion of TV Marti, discussed later). This may change with the introduction of 
the DBS technology indicated previously, but it is unlikely that many coun-
tries would allow the cultural disruptions caused by such daily doses of 
foreign propaganda. Of far greater current danger is the immense amount of 
indirect propaganda presented under the guise of entertainment that forms 
the basis of the worldwide trade in television programming. Much as the 
motion picture industry has done, the giant television industries of the 
United States, Great Britain, and Germany have dominated the international 
market for television programs. Most third-world countries are unable to 
produce sufficient programming to meet their own needs, and the voracious 
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appetite for television entertainment is met by importing programs from 
elsewhere. The United States alone sells more than 150,000 hours of televi-
sion programs annually. (This problem is analyzed in some detail in C. Lee, 
1980, and Negrine & Papathanassopoulos, 1990.)

The content of these programs clearly carries ideological messages, and 
often they create what is called “the frustration of rising expectations” in 
viewers from less developed countries by presenting an attractive lifestyle 
that is beyond their economic means. Ultimately, it is theorized, constant 
exposure to such a divergence in living conditions will bring about hostility 
toward the originating country. Schiller (1970) noted,

To foster consumerism in the poor world sets the stage for frustration on a 
massive scale, to say nothing of the fact that there is a powerful body of opin-
ion there which questions sharply the desirability of pursuing the Western 
pattern of development. (p. 114)

One major contributing factor in the collapse of the wall between West 
and East Germany was the daily dose of television images of “conspicuous 
consumption” that the East Germans could view in the context of their own 
relatively drab lifestyles (Hanke, 1990; see also Chapter 1).

In more sanguine times, it was often thought that the worldwide exchange 
of television programs would lead to greater international understanding 
and tolerance, but this has not proved to be the case. Today, we have the 
anomalous situation in which American television programs (particularly 
those that tend to glamorize the “California lifestyle,” such as Baywatch, and 
even reruns of older shows like Dallas) are followed with almost religious 
devotion in many countries, while at the same time those same audiences 
express intense political hostility toward the United States as a symbol of 
capitalist oppression.

Television as Propaganda

Television does have a major propaganda function in the area of news 
reporting. Complaints have always been voiced about misrepresentation in 
the reporting of international (as well as domestic) news, but this issue has 
recently received an unprecedented amount of attention as a result of com-
plaints from Third World countries that their images are being distorted in 
the Western press. The issue of the imbalance in the “free flow” of informa-
tion between industrialized and developing countries became a major topic 
at international meetings and a significant issue on the agenda of the funda-
mental political and economic issues in contemporary society. In particular, 
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the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) has been the arena of many ardent discussions on the necessity 
to develop what has been called the New World Information Order (NWIO). 
At the General Conference of UNESCO in Nairobi in 1976, it was decided 
that a major study needed to be undertaken of the problem of international 
communication flows. The subsequent report of what became known as the 
McBride Commission (Irish statesman Sean McBride was president of the 
commission), Many Voices, One World (McBride, 1980), detailed the extent 
of the difficulties in reconciling widely differing philosophies on the issue of 
what constitutes a free flow of information. As the commission report noted,

It has been frequently stated . . . that due to the fact that the content of infor-
mation is largely produced by the main developing countries, the image of the 
developing countries is frequently false and distorted. More serious still, 
according to some vigorous critics, it is this false image, harmful to their inner 
balance, which is presented to the developing countries themselves. (McBride, 
1980, p. 36)

Predictably, the response in the United States to a call for government 
involvement to ensure a more balanced flow of communication was negative 
and based on the historical notion of freedom of the press from all govern-
ment interference. The issues are complex and easily open to misinterpreta-
tion, depending on one’s political philosophy (see Nordenstreng, 1982, for a 
discussion of this issue). By the early 1990s, UNESCO had begun to down-
play the great push for a NWIO in the face of more serious problems, such 
as worldwide famine and AIDS; this was also a deliberate political decision 
aimed at allaying any fears the United States had about the organization. 
Ultimately, the concept of developing a NWIO that would provide more 
balanced coverage to news from developing countries has not had wide 
acceptance in the West, and images of famine, corruption, and conflicts still 
predominate on our nightly news broadcasts. In this way, the powerful 
visual images are presented to television viewers—in broadcasts that seldom 
have enough time to develop the stories to provide adequate explanations. 
The “shorthand” nature of television news lends itself to such distortion, 
thus creating a form of indirect propaganda affecting our perceptions and 
shaping our attitudes toward a wide variety of issues. We learn to rely on the 
news media for information, and repeated frequently enough, these images 
become fixed beliefs, shaping our understanding of the world around us.

No solution to this problem of distortion is clear-cut; it is an inherent part 
of a free media system in which market forces dictate the content of the 
media. The difficulties in reconciling this free market media system—in which 
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the commercial mass media allow audience preferences to shape content—
with the understandable desire by countries and individuals to present their 
“best” images are almost insurmountable. Clearly, all parties would like to 
use the media to propagandize favorably on their behalf, but if news agencies 
and television networks in the West think their audiences are more interested 
in learning about political coups, wars, and corruption in third-world coun-
tries than about increases in food production, educational advances, and 
stable political regimes, then that is what will be featured on the news. This 
type of indirect and unconscious propaganda is a major product of modern 
media systems.

Television, by its visual nature, is vulnerable to misuse as a propaganda 
medium because it places a premium on using only material with great visual 
interest to broadcast. The use of “talking heads” to provide expert analysis is 
only relied on as a last resort when visual support is inadequate. Thus, in the 
infamous TWA Flight 847 hostage crisis in Beirut in 1985, the American 
television networks were forced to rely on visual material largely generated 
by the Lebanese hijackers, almost all of which was aimed at presenting the 
case for the Shiite Muslims in a favorable light. The networks therefore served 
as unwitting propagandizers, caught by their desperate need to present what-
ever visual material they could find and in their desire to compete with each 
other for the viewing audience. The American public, as we have noted 
before, is not always receptive to such blatant propaganda messages, and the 
networks were constantly apologizing for presenting them. Here again, we 
witness the differences in conditions favoring successful propaganda in two 
cultures; the Muslim terrorists, in a heightened emotional state of conflict and 
influenced by years of propaganda for their cause, were naive to think that 
American television viewers would uncritically accept the images emanating 
from Beirut. It is also important to note that despite the public nature of the 
propaganda generated by the terrorists, this did not result in any shift away 
from the “no concessions to terrorists” policy of the Reagan administration. 
How much this has to do with the decline in the number of such deliberately 
staged propagandistic television events in the period since 1988 is unclear.

TV Marti

The most blatant example of television propaganda is the introduction of 
TV Marti, which began beaming programs into Cuba in August 1990.  
A specially designed antenna was constructed that guaranteed the signals 
could not be picked up within the United States or interfere with existing 
domestic or Cuban television reception. The antenna is housed in an aerostat 
balloon hovering 10,000 feet above the Cudjoe Key, Florida, and aimed at 
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delivering a “Grade A” signal into the heart of Havana. The Cuban govern-
ment immediately retaliated by jamming the signal into Havana, but accord-
ing to reports, the station is received on the outskirts of the city and in 
outlying areas. It has been reported that 28% of households in the potential 
viewing area receive the signals from TV Marti “at least occasionally.” If the 
station is not seen by the majority of the population, then why is so much 
money being spent on it? The 1991 Special Report on TV Marti suggested 
several reasons for the need for both Radio and TV Marti.

For example, wise contingency planning leads us to believe that unforeseen 
events causing instability in the Cuban government may precipitate a disrup-
tion of state broadcasts and/or jamming efforts, causing a disoriented Cuban 
society to be even more reliant on TV and Radio Marti as credible sources of 
news and information. . . . And still further in the future, both Radio and TV 
Marti will be indispensable elements in the U.S. government’s efforts to edu-
cate Cuban citizens on the ways of democracy and its institutions following a 
democratic transition in Cuba. (Advisory Council for Cuba Broadcasting on 
TV Marti, 1991, pp. 7–8)

However, the success of TV Marti has been extremely limited and the 
entire enterprise is now under attack. Based upon the 2009 report by the 
Congressional General Accounting Office, there were calls for shutting 
down TV Marti. “At a minimum, I think TV Marti should be abolished,” 
said Phil Peters, a Cuba specialist at the Lexington Institute who worked for 
the State Department under President George H. W. Bush. “It’s a colossal 
waste of money, and it has no audience. It was born at the beginning of the 
Cold War, and now we’re into the age of the Internet and Twitter. I’m just 
not convinced that radio and TV broadcasts are the best use of money to 
foster communications with Cuba,” he said, noting as well that the “media 
environment within Cuba has changed.” Indeed, the report itself stressed 
that the quality of domestic TV programming in Cuba had improved 
recently and included foreign entertainment programs, including popular 
U.S. TV shows such as The Sopranos and Grey’s Anatomy, and that CNN 
Español was now being run on Cuban television.

“The idea that political broadcasts from the U.S. government is going to 
break through this is pretty far-fetched,” Peters said (Lobe, 2010).

The Emergence of Cable News

Because of its inherent attractiveness and accessibility, television offers 
the ideal opportunity to propagandize in the guise of entertainment. Some 
countries, such as India and Mexico, have actively used soap operas on 
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television to deliver prosocial messages on issues such as breast-feeding, 
birth control, and consumer fraud. These programs, designed to be as 
involving to viewers as any regular soap opera, have been carefully crafted 
by script writers working with social scientists to ensure that these “posi-
tive” propagandistic messages are smoothly integrated into the plot.

During the Gulf War (1990–1991), the emergence of Cable News 
Network (CNN) and the invaluable role it played as the major disseminator 
of news throughout the world took many people by surprise. The Gulf War 
was the first major conflict of a global nature since the introduction of 
worldwide television satellite services, and the potential of these systems was 
dramatically illustrated by the instantaneous broadcasts of events from the 
embattled area. When CNN reporters remained in Baghdad after the war 
had actually begun, the world was witness to an unprecedented series of live 
broadcasts from within the enemy’s capital city while it was actually under 
bombardment. CNN was criticized by some politicians and members of the 
public for playing into the hands of enemy propaganda, but on the whole, 
these broadcasts were well received and widely viewed. The question of 
CNN’s unwitting role in “giving aid and comfort to the enemy” by showing 
the damage to civilian life within Iraq was widely debated at the time, with 
no clear public consensus emerging except that viewers found the service 
almost indispensable.

The reporting of the Gulf War also raised new questions about the rela-
tionship between the media and the military; it was obvious that the instan-
taneous technologies available for disseminating news from the battlefields 
had clashed with the military’s need and desire to control what images 
would actually be seen. The result was that the military denied access to all 
but a few reporters whom it could control through the use of official “pool” 
coverage, with military escorts. Although this system was introduced in the 
name of safety (for troops and reporters), the end result was a great deal of 
dissatisfaction on the part of the media and a large segment of the public, 
with the appearance of deliberately manipulated coverage. It was later 
revealed that many reporters were, in fact, forced to create their own stories 
from CNN reports but without attributing this source. It was clear by the 
end of the Gulf War that new communication technologies had fundamen-
tally altered the way all future wars would be reported, and the ongoing 
conflict between the media and government on how best to report wars 
continues without a clear solution.

By the time of the second Middle East conflict in 2001 (to be discussed in 
detail later), this time involving the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, CNN 
had a very lively rival with the emergence of the cable FOX News Network 
(FNN), heavily funded by owner Rupert Murdock as an alternative to the 
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“mainstream” media and sporting the rather audacious slogan of “Fair and 
Balanced.” FNN was blatantly in support of the administration’s actions and 
provided a largely uncritical evaluation of the events as they unfolded. It was 
a familiar story as reporters for all of the television networks were embedded 
with the troops, and this brought about similar complaints about the lack of 
objective reporting. However, the constraints of the battlefield do present 
real problems, and realistically, reporters cannot safely be allowed to run 
around in the middle of a firefight trying to get dramatic footage for the 
audience watching their television sets that evening. Once again, the use of 
new, more mobile technologies made coverage much more dramatic and 
personal, far outstripping the ability of the military to control what kinds of 
images were being sent out to what was now a worldwide audience.

The world of international satellite television, so long dominated by 
CNN, was also dramatically changed by the emergence of another entity, 
this time from the Arab world. Launched in 1996 and based in Doha, Qatar, 
Aljazeera today has more than 30 bureaus and dozens of correspondents 
covering the entire globe, bringing an entirely new perspective to interna-
tional news coverage. Their audience is estimated to be somewhere between 
40 and 50 million Arab viewers, while Aljazeera English, with bureaus in 
Kuala Lumpur, London, and Washington, D.C., has a reach of more than 
100 million households. Aljazeera’s objective, as stated on its website, is as 
follows:

Free from the shackles of censorship and government control Aljazeera has 
offered its audiences in the Arab world much needed freedom of thought, 
independence, and room for debate. In the rest of the world, often dominated 
by the stereotypical thinking of news “heavyweights,” Aljazeera offers a differ-
ent and a new perspective. (Aljazeera, n.d.)

The station has not hesitated to broadcast programming, especially 
images, which are quite opposite to those distributed in the Western media, 
and this has given Aljazeera the reputation of being deliberately inflamma-
tory and propagandistic. With programming focusing primarily on news 
coverage and analysis, the station has earned the loyalty of an enormous, 
mostly Arab-speaking audience and the enmity of various critics who argue 
that Aljazeera is deliberately sensational by showing bloody footage from 
various war zones as well as giving disproportionate coverage to various 
fundamentalist and extremist groups. Criticism from various Western (and 
sometimes Arab) governments has only served to increase its credibility with 
an audience that is used to censorship and biased coverage from official 
government outlets. Aljazeera is not likely to criticize its own benefactor, the 
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emir of Qatar and the government of Qatar. There is little doubt that 
Aljazeera has opened up the world of cable television news to a much wider 
audience and has served to heat up the propaganda wars now being fought 
through satellite television.

It was not surprising that given the sensitivity to anti-American expres-
sions that most cable systems in the United States refused to carry the net-
work fearing a backlash from their subscribers. In January 2013, Aljazeera’s 
parent company make a dramatic bid to enter the U.S. cable television mar-
ket when it purchased Current TV, a U.S. cable station, previously belonging 
to former Vice President Al Gore, for an estimated $500 million. The trans-
action created an instant controversy, and the cable station was immediately 
dropped by Time Warner Cable and Cablevision. The remaining cable net-
works still provided the new station, named “Aljazeera America,” with an 
audience of 48 million cable-connected homes in the United States. (As this 
chapter is being written, Aljazeera America officially took to the airwaves 
today, August 20, 2013.) It remains to be seen whether the American public 
can get past the perception that this news network will not be a propaganda 
tool for Arab interests. The fact that Aljazeera has such strong financing 
behind it means that the network can afford to wait for a considerable time 
for American viewers to make a sound judgment about the quality and scope 
of its programming.

It is difficult to predict exactly how much of a role television will play in 
direct international propaganda in the future. It is doubtful that the use of 
DBS will be allowed in the same fashion as international radio broadcasting, 
and the methods of technological control (going so far as to destroy offend-
ing satellites) are much easier. It is very likely that we will see a continuation 
of the argument surrounding the misrepresentation of countries and groups 
in those countries in which the media are not too tightly controlled by the 
government. Where governments do have control of the media systems, 
however, television will continue to play a major role in propagandizing 
activities, as much through the ideological perspectives of so-called enter-
tainment as through the management of images presented in the news. The 
potential use of the Minicam, and now smartphones and iPads, for the cir-
culation of visual material has just begun to be explored for propaganda 
purposes. It was widely acknowledged that the circulation of illicit under-
ground tapes in Eastern Europe, even though the number of privately owned 
VCRs was small, was a significant factor in coalescing opposition groups 
during the Cold War. In more recent times, the succession of tapes purport-
edly coming from Osama bin Laden, in which he made personal addresses 
to Western political leaders or to his own followers and other terrorist lead-
ers being sought in the “war on terrorism,” had served to act as quite potent 
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propaganda vehicles for his followers. On the other side, these taped mes-
sages only increased the desire to see him captured.

With the increased ubiquity of personal computers, cellphones, and the 
growth of the Internet, newsworthy material is now more widely dissemi-
nated than ever before to a potential worldwide audience. These visual mes-
sages, sometimes from the cellphones of ordinary members of the public, 
have often received wide coverage in the Western media, enough to occasion-
ally require direct responses from government officials. This is the age of the 
“citizen propagandist.” Whether it is privately originated, or the work of a 
government or corporate entity, we are entering an age where the televised 
image has increasingly become a major source of modern propaganda.

Advertising: The Ubiquitous Propaganda

There is little doubt that under any definition of propaganda, the practice of 
advertising would have to be included. Advertising is a series of appeals, 
symbols, and statements deliberately designed to influence the receiver of the 
message toward the point of view desired by the communicator and to act 
in some specific way as a result of receiving the message, whether it be to 
purchase, vote, hold positive or negative views, or merely maintain a mem-
ory. Also, advertising is not always in the best interest of the receiver of the 
message (refer to Figure 1.6 in Chapter 1).

The deliberateness of the intention and the carefully constructed nature 
of the specific appeal distinguish advertising from other forms of persuasive 
communication; also, in our society, advertising is generally communicated 
at a cost to the communicator. Whether paid advertising in the traditional 
sense or the production of leaflets or handbills on a small copier, advertising 
usually involves the cost of production and distribution. The advertiser 
(communicator), in turn, hopes this cost will be returned eventually in the 
form of some benefit, such as the purchase of a product, the casting of a vote, 
or positive or negative feelings. In fact, advertising is the most ubiquitous 
form of propaganda in our society. It is found everywhere we look and 
almost everywhere we listen, and its pressure is felt in every commercial 
transaction we make. The use of advertising as a means of informing the 
public about the choices and availability of goods and services is an integral 
part of the free enterprise capitalist system. Although there have been some 
exceptions (Hershey’s chocolate bar became a big seller, although the com-
pany did not do consumer advertising until the early 1970s), advertising is 
the primary means of stimulating the sales of the products in our consumer-
oriented society and, as such, has a direct influence on the economy. Many 
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critics of advertising, however, point out that vast sums of money are spent 
on promoting an increasingly wider range of choices for an already overbur-
dened market. After all, does our society really need to choose from more 
than 30 brands of toothpaste? The debate about the actual economic utility 
of advertising is also echoed by economists, who disagree about whether 
advertising increases the costs of goods by creating a larger potential market 
and thereby lowering unit costs or merely adds to the cost of producing and 
selling these goods. These arguments have existed ever since advertising 
became an essential part of modern capitalist economies in the 19th century 
(Pope, 1983).

Advertising also serves as the financial base for our vast mass communi-
cation network, for the structure of our commercialized media system is 
totally dependent on the revenues from advertising. Even our public broad-
casting systems depend to some extent on being underwritten by funds from 
the business sector. Although advertising may be considered an intrusion 
into our television viewing, magazine or newspaper reading, enjoyment of 
the radio, or increasingly our experiences on the Web, we accept its existence 
because we understand its role in making possible our enjoyment of these 
media. If we really consider the actual structure of the commercial media 
system, it is the audience that is being delivered to the advertiser and not the 
other way around.

Institutional Propaganda

In our society, advertising is institutional propaganda at its most obvious 
level. It serves as a constant reminder that we are being bombarded with 
messages intended to bring us to a certain point of view or behavior. Yet, we 
can only absorb so much of what we are expected to, and so we have learned 
to cope with this enormous information overload. We may look but not 
really see the television commercial, we may listen but not really hear the 
radio jingle, we leaf by print advertisements without paying attention, and 
we are absorbed in reading our Facebook page without paying much atten-
tion to all of the advertising directed specifically at us. But every so often, we 
do see or hear or read, and this is what is intended by the creators of adver-
tising. From the more than 2,000 “messages” we are exposed to every day, 
we remember at most only about 80 (Heilbroner, 1985). More than 33,000 
nationally advertised brands are for sale in the United States. It is the job of 
the advertisers (and their appointed advertising agencies) to make their 
brands stand out from the rest, and so we are inundated with advertising 
campaigns extolling the specific virtues of individual products, services, insti-
tutions, or individuals. In 2012, nearly $140 billion was spent on advertising 
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expenditures in the United States. This was for all types of advertising, and 
advertising services, from $1 million commercials on the Super Bowl telecast 
to the classified advertisements in the local neighborhood newspaper 
(Kantar Media, 2012).

Internet Advertising

The growth of the Internet has had a major impact on the manner in 
which advertising expenditures are being assigned, In 2012 Internet advertis-
ing revenues totaled $36.6 billion, a full 15 % increase over 2011. While the 
traditional advertising media such as direct mail and broadcast and print 
will still be more than twice as much as online advertising, there is little 
doubt that online advertising will continue to grow as advertisers learn how 
to use this new medium to its full potential.

Marketers now recognize that online advertising must be incorporated 
into any comprehensive advertising strategy, and the cost of reaching an 
active Internet user is less than half of what it would be through traditional 
advertising. Nonetheless, there is considerable debate on the effectiveness 
of online advertising, especially in assessing how interruptive such adver-
tising can be. The use of pop-ups, contextual ads on search engines (which 
can be very misleading), flashing banner ads which float across the page, 
and other forms of distraction could have a cumulative negative effect on 
the receiver who is trying to work on his or her computer. Also, a conten-
tious issue is “behavioral marketing” where the subscriber’s online activity 
is monitored by using the past slipstream in order to tailor advertising for 
specific products known to be of interest to that individual. These are but 
a few of the many techniques available to online advertisers, some less 
ethical than others.

On the plus side, online advertising has the advantage of immediacy and 
is not limited in geographic location. But the most important and unique 
aspect of online marketing is the interactive capability of the Internet, 
which allows users and marketers to respond instantaneously. Also, con-
sumers can research products and services at their own convenience before 
making a decision. Internet marketing ultimately allows a greater conver-
gence of seller’s products and buyer’s interests. (Large stores like Best Buy 
are now known as “Amazon’s Catalog” as consumers check out products 
in person before making an online purchase. These “brick-and-mortar” 
stores have had to offer to match online prices in order to stay competi-
tive.) As the level of household computers and usage increases, there is 
little doubt that online marketing will become a very normal form of pur-
chasing goods and services.
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The Science of Advertising

In the late 1950s, the “science” of advertising became the subject of major 
public debate when Vance Packard published his best-selling book The Hidden 
Persuaders (1957). Cultural historian Jackson Lears (1994) described this book 
as “a blend of plainspoken outrage at fraud and republican concern about 
mysterious conspiracies, updated to dramatize postwar preoccupations about 
mass manipulation” (p. 255). In fact, Packard’s book was the culmination of a 
concern about public “manipulation” by “outside forces” that had begun in the 
aftermath of the “brainwashing” scare of the Korean War (see Chapter 5 for 
details of this conflict). At no other time in American history had there been 
such a close connection between the negative connotation of propaganda with 
advertising. The opening paragraph of Packard’s book outlines these concerns:

This book is an attempt to explore a strange and rather exotic new area of 
American life. It is about the large-scale efforts being made, often with impres-
sive success, to channel our unthinking habits, our purchasing decisions, and 
our thought processes by the use of insights gleaned from psychiatry and the 
social sciences. Typically these efforts take place beneath our level of aware-
ness; so that the appeals which move us are often, in a sense, “hidden.” The 
result is that many of us are being influenced and manipulated, far more than 
we realize, in the patterns of our everyday lives. (p. 3)

The American public had been alerted to the possibilities of such “hidden 
persuasion” in the spate of articles and books that appeared in the early 
1950s in response to the growing fear that postwar America was becoming 
a “mass society” (see earlier in this chapter for a discussion of the emergence 
of mass society). Every aspect of the postwar economic boom that had 
brought about an unprecedented wave of consumerism was critiqued for 
contributing to a “sameness” in American life that seemed to threaten indi-
viduality. Encouraged by the introduction of that most potent of advertising 
media—television—the American public went on a giant spending spree that 
gave an enormous boost to the advertising industry but also precipitated 
concerns about its potential power to manipulate.

Thanks to the popularity of Packard’s book (which went into more than 
12 printings), as well as the journalistic fallout it precipitated, the American 
public’s attention was alerted to the phenomena of “motivational research” 
and “subliminal advertising” as two potent and mysterious tools in the 
advertising agencies’ arsenal of consumer research. Motivational research 
was the brainchild of psychoanalyst Ernest Dichter, president of the Institute 
for Motivational Research, Inc., who coined the term (as well as the term 
depth interviews) in the late 1930s and popularized it as an advertising 
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research technique in the postwar period. Essentially, motivational research 
used in-depth interviews to try to understand the psychological basis for 
consumer behavior. In 1958, Packard used the term subthreshold effects to 
describe attempts “to insinuate messages to people past their conscious 
guard” (p. 42). Later, this practice became more commonly known as “sub-
liminal advertising, which involved embedding verbal or visual messages 
below the level of the buyers’ conscious awareness, keeping them ignorant 
of being influenced” (Lears, 1994, p. 255). Although no real evidence indi-
cated that subliminal advertising was being practiced on any large scale, the 
public outcry was strong, and the advertising industry responded that critics 
were just feeding public paranoia about such manipulation. But these con-
cerns were reflective of the social and cultural situation during the 1950s and 
the tension of the Cold War. As Lears (1994) noted,

Concerns about advertisers’ abuse of motivation research converged with 
images of “brainwashed” GIs chanting Communist slogans in North Korean 
prisons. The overall effect of these perceptions was to reaffirm the assumption 
that the human mind was a pathetic lump of clay. Far more charming than the 
Communists, the admaker was nevertheless the American version of a devious 
master manipulator, orchestrator of a corporate system that to some nervous 
critics was beginning to work too well. (p. 253)

It is interesting to note that this concern about subliminal advertising has 
never really disappeared and continues today in such provocative publica-
tions as Wilson Bryan Key’s series of books, most notably his first, Subliminal 
Seduction (1973). Key provided a series of photographs and other “evi-
dence” of advertisements that he claimed contains subliminal messages or 
deliberately subliminal images designed to manipulate the unconscious mind 
of the viewer. A check of the Internet for the subject “subliminal advertising” 
reveals the continuous and extensive preoccupation with this subject.

These concerns about the manipulative nature of advertising, suggesting 
that the public was just a “pathetic lump of clay” readily molded to suit the 
advertiser’s needs, were, in fact, just another variation of the outdated 
“magic bullet” or “hypodermic syringe” model of communications from the 
turn of the century. It took more sophisticated research in the next three 
decades to establish that advertising did not work in such a simple manner 
and that the public’s perception of such messages was not monolithic but 
rather subject to a wide range of possible interpretations (see Chapter 4 for 
more details on the history of communications research).

In the process of product differentiation, advertising propaganda is selec-
tive and often distorting in what it tells the consumer. The desire to appear to 
be different, to be considered a superior product, or to provide faster, more 
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reliable service encourages the use of hyperbole and exaggeration, and this, 
in turn, has created a nation of skeptical consumers. To overcome this grow-
ing skepticism and to increase the chance of success in an already over-
crowded marketplace, advertisers have resorted to a wide range of techniques 
from the most obvious to the very subtle to attract attention to their specific 
propaganda strategy. In the act of gaining consumers’ attention, we are all too 
familiar with the blatancy of the bikini-clad woman on the car hood, but 
most of us are unaware of the effectiveness of the psychologically tested and 
then readjusted copy for a headache remedy seen on the nightly network 
news. Increasingly, advertisers are resorting to a variety of scientific testing 
methods to maximize the expenditure of their advertising budgets by increas-
ing the potential of their message getting through the morass, and this 
includes close demographic analysis of their target audience, an understand-
ing of the psychological framework of receptivity for their message and 
whatever adjustments might be necessary to improve this, and a study of the 
effectiveness of one specific message versus another specific message and even 
the application of the psychology of color to shape the mood of the audience.

Despite all this expensive scientific analysis, much of advertising remains 
ineffective, and the list of failed products continues to grow. As we have 
noted many times in this book, not all propaganda is successful, for a variety 
of reasons: The message may not be convincing enough to persuade the 
consumer to change existing behavior (or purchase) patterns, the product 
may not be seen as utilitarian or cost-effective, or there might just be plain 
old skepticism, for after all, advertising has a long history of being deceptive 
or distorting. Of course, advertising can also be extremely effective when the 
right combination of circumstances comes together, and we have seen many 
examples of advertising success stories. Despite advertising’s proven effec-
tiveness as a “mover of goods,” or perhaps because of it, however, public 
attitudes toward advertising are often very negative. In many ways, a con-
sumer’s experience with advertising has made him or her suspicious of all 
propaganda, and this might prove to be a healthy trend in our society. It will 
force advertisers and other propagandists to improve the quality of their 
messages and diminish the possibility of negative propaganda influence. If 
consumers are aware that they are being propagandized, the choice to accept 
or reject the message is theirs alone.

The Role of Advertising

In his book Advertising: The Uneasy Persuasion, sociologist Michael 
Schudson (1984) suggested that advertising in the capitalist system serves the 
same function as the poster art of authoritarian socialism, the state-sanctioned 
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art that was pervasive in the former Soviet Union. We are all familiar with 
those realistic posters of sturdy men and healthy women working in wheat 
fields or factories and affirming the joys of socialism; in Schudson’s interesting 
metaphor, advertising serves the same function, depicting equally healthy 
capitalists driving cars, smoking cigarettes, drinking beer, or wearing designer 
jeans and essentially enjoying the materialist fruits of the free enterprise sys-
tem. As Schudson noted,

American advertising, like socialist realist art, simplifies and typifies. It does 
not claim to picture reality as it should be—life and lives worth emulat-
ing. . . .  It always assumes that there is progress. It is thoroughly optimistic, 
providing for any troubles that it identifies a solution in a particular product 
or style of life. It focuses, of course, on the new, and if it shows signs of respect 
for tradition, this is only to help in assimilation of some new commercial 
creation. (p. 215)

Advertising in our society, therefore, has a symbolic and cultural utility 
that transcends the mere selling of merchandise, but “the aesthetic of capital-
ist realism” without a master plan of purposes “glorifies the pleasures and 
freedoms of consumer choice in defense of the virtues of private life and 
material ambitions” (p. 218).

Schudson’s (1984) unique perspective on advertising provides us with 
insightful confirmation of precisely why advertising is the most plentiful 
form of propaganda found in today’s society. Like the socialist-realist art it 
emulates, advertising serves as a constant reminder of the cultural and eco-
nomic basis of our society. We do not always respond to all the messages we 
receive, but their pervasiveness provides a sort of psychic comfort that our 
socioeconomic system is still working.

In recent years, advertisers have been much more careful to “construct” 
audiences. As costs have increased, advertisers are obviously eager to maxi-
mize their potential for reaching the “right” audiences. Turow (1991) noted 
that companies spend a great deal of time and effort researching exactly how 
to attract their target audience. Thus, the general abstract concept of the 
audience is turned into a more concrete “construction of reality” in which 
“certain categories of the audience are chosen over other categories to 
describe a group of people” (p. 98).

In his very insightful book Advertising and Popular Culture, Jib Fowles 
(1997) provides us with clues to how integrated advertising has become as 
a part of modern culture. As he noted, “An advertisement or commercial 
does not stand alone but enters into a number of intertextual relationships, 
which supply further dynamics to the message” (p. 90). Fowles pointed out 
that a great deal of current advertising makes assumptions that the audience 
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already has the background to place the content of the advertisements into 
context. Thus, in the series of commercials for Apple computers featuring a 
young “hip” guy, and an older flabby “square” one, the audience had to be 
familiar with the public’s image of Apple as a highly innovative company in 
comparison to the stodgy image presented by their chief rival Microsoft. 
Similarly, many commercials, such as those for Miller beer and Reebok run-
ning shoes, actively recognize and acknowledge the audience’s familiarity 
with their competitors’ products.

The integration of advertising with other forms of popular culture into a 
“seamless whole” has the potential of increasing the subtle effectiveness of 
propaganda messages contained in advertising. Advertising is not seen so much 
as a separate source of propaganda messages specifically created by sophisti-
cated institutions (the advertiser-advertising agency) to affect behavior (making 
a purchase) but is accepted as merely another source of (entertaining) informa-
tion. Nowhere is this integrative process in modern culture more obvious than 
in the peculiar phenomenon of the proliferation of advertising slogans, labels, 
and icons that consumers actually wear or display as they go about their daily 
lives. Such conspicuous display, especially the wearing of designer labels on 
clothing, can be used as a signifier of success or defiance or whatever specific 
message the wearer wishes to communicate. The fact that individuals so readily 
agree to become walking billboards for the designer and often pay handsomely 
for the privilege in the process is an indication of the success of the integration 
of advertising and popular culture. Under these conditions, it is little wonder 
that the majority of the public do not recognize that advertising is, in fact, the 
most ubiquitous form of propaganda in modern society.

In the final analysis, advertising as propaganda has been largely respon-
sible for the creation of the massive consumer culture in the 20th century, as 
well as for the fundamental alteration of the nature of political practices in 
democratic societies. (This theme is developed at length in Qualter, 1991.) 
Together with the growth of the mass media and improvements in transpor-
tation and communication, it is one force that has contributed to the emer-
gence of the mass culture discussed earlier in this chapter. Good or evil, 
honest or dishonest, economically vital or wasteful, advertising is with us as 
long as we choose to live in a capitalist economic system, the ultimate suc-
cess of which is dependent on a high level of consumption of the products 
and services of this system. The real danger lies in the increasing use of the 
tactics of this consumer advertising to market dangerous substances (tobacco 
and alcohol) and political figures and ideologies. This has resulted in a pub-
lic that is increasingly ill-informed to make important social and political 
decisions on a rational basis but that is, instead, becoming more reliant on 
the sophisticated manipulation of images and symbols.
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Propaganda and the Internet: The Power of Rumor

Since the early 1990s, the unexpected growth of the Internet has created a 
whole new series of difficulties regarding the spreading of rumors as a form 
of both deliberate and unwitting propaganda. The major problem with 
rumor as a means of communication is it lacks the necessary control to ensure 
that the message content is not distorted. As Shibutani (1966) explained,

Content is not viewed as an object to be transmitted but as something that is 
shaped, reshaped, and reinforced in a succession of communicative acts. . . . In 
this sense a rumor may be regarded as something that is constantly being con-
structed; when the communicative activity ceases, the rumor no longer exists. 
(p. 9)

Clearly, although rumors have been a highly effective way to circulate 
information with amazing speed, they are not a reliable means of disseminat-
ing propaganda. This strategy may work splendidly if a rumor continues to 
take the direction intended, but rumors have a life of their own, and they 
could just as easily turn on the original propagandists. Witness the difficul-
ties that one of the world’s largest manufacturers of household products, the 
Procter & Gamble Company, has had fighting a rumor that its trademark of 
the moon and stars was, in reality, a satanic symbol. Despite the enormous 
sum of money the company had spent on advertising trying to create a spe-
cific public image, this rumor was widely circulated, largely by fundamental-
ist Christian groups and independent operators under the umbrella of 
another company, The Amway Corporation. Ultimately, because of its fail-
ure to halt the economic damage caused by the continuance of this rumor, 
the company considered going as far as changing its trademark (Kapferer, 
1990). Subsequently, after several court battles, the trademark was retained, 
but the belief that this image, which depicts the man in the moon and stars, 
is satanic continues to be the source of widespread Internet rumors.

The very “democracy” and accessibility of the World Wide Web has made 
it the most potent force for the spreading of disinformation yet devised. Tom 
Dowe (1997), in an article in Wired magazine, one of the many publications 
that have sprung up to meet the public’s increasing interest in and use of the 
Internet, pointed out,

The Net is opening up new terrain in our collective consciousness, between old-
fashioned “news” and what used to be called the grapevine—rumor, gossip, 
word of mouth. Call it paranews—information that looks and sounds like news, 
that might even be news. Or a carelessly crafted half-truth. Or the product of a 
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fevered . . . mind working overtime. It’s up to you to figure out which. Like a 
finely tuned seismograph, an ever more sophisticated chain of Web links, email 
chains, and newsgroups is now in place to register the slightest tremor in the 
zeitgeist, no matter how small, distant, or far-fetched. And then deliver it straight 
to the desktop of anyone, anywhere. (p. 54)

The Internet is now becoming an increasingly important source of infor-
mation in our society and has begun to take over the role played by tradi-
tional journalism sources. This has been particularly true in the world of 
politics, where the power of the Internet has begun to play a major role in 
not only the electoral process, but by providing an ongoing forum for the 
display of public opinion, it is increasingly becoming a factor in shaping how 
administrations create and implement policy. In many ways, the Internet has 
become the future nightmare that all politicians dreaded—the source of a 
daily referendum on their actions. Now, on a daily and sometimes even an 
hourly basis, the actions of politicians are scrutinized, evaluated, commented 
on, and either praised or ridiculed. There are continuous updates on news 
websites, or “blogs” (personal columns written by anyone who wishes to act 
as a journalist on the democratic Internet), which are avidly read by a 
younger generation attuned to getting their news by reading screens rather 
than pieces of paper. The potential for propaganda in such a climate is infi-
nite. Anyone can spread a message, true or false, or manipulate information 
or even alter a picture to suit his or her own ends. The possibilities for seri-
ous mischief are enormous and have already been implemented, especially 
on the political scene. But corporations and individuals are also vulnerable, 
and there have been some serious cases of damage done to reputations as a 
result of false information deliberately spread on the Internet.

It is in the realm of national politics that the most obvious use of the Internet 
for propaganda purposes has been achieved. For example, the administration 
of President Bill Clinton was under continuous pressure because of information 
that appeared on the Internet from the time of his inauguration in 1993. The 
many stories, as diverse as sexual intrigue in the White House and the alleged 
“murder” of one of his advisers, together with unsubstantiated stories about 
the Clintons’ financial dealings while he was governor of Arkansas, continued 
unabated, forcing the administration to have to deny or clarify these accusa-
tions constantly. These “facts” were presented for everyone to see, but they were 
usually unsubstantiated and played on the successful propaganda technique of 
claiming to “confirm” what people are already predisposed to believe to be the 
truth. The mere appearance of information on the Internet, however, no matter 
how inaccurate, has the potential for giving the information a degree of verac-
ity and legitimacy, which then has to be ignored, countered, or challenged.
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In more recent times, the presidential election of 2004 was in many ways 
dominated by charge and countercharge largely fought out on competing 
Internet sites and cable news shows. These two new media forms comple-
mented each other, often with the same personnel doing the speaking and 
writing. But it was the Internet sites that provided the detailed background 
analysis, and at times, the documentation fueled the intense hostilities and 
personal animus that characterized this election. Senator John Kerry’s war 
records, his personal finances, and other details of his life were placed on 
websites for all to see; the same was true of president George W. Bush’s 
National Guard service records and other documentation that questioned 
his fitness to serve. There were many questionable (or “black propaganda”) 
sites created that served no purpose other than to propagandize by the 
spreading of false information.

The election in 2008 saw an intensification of the use of the Internet, not 
just by the parties themselves, but by a whole host of bloggers competing for 
online attention. The Obama campaign, staffed as it was by a much younger 
group of followers, was quick to seize the upper hand in using all of the ame-
nities afforded by the Internet to convey its message of “hope” and push its 
slogan of “Yes, We Can!’ The McCain campaign never did manage to find a 
way to effectively use online techniques to convey its message, and it ulti-
mately paid the price for not fully understanding the potential of these new 
social media. The elections of 2004 and 2008 served to demonstrate clearly 
that the Internet is now a medium that must be taken seriously in the political 
arena. In the 2012 election, the use of the Internet was intensified, but the new 
social media of Twitter, Facebook, and text messaging was introduced into 
the media mix. It was widely agreed that President Obama’s electoral team 
mastered the use of these new means of message dissemination far better than 
the team of challenger Mitt Romney. One reliable survey indicated that 
Obama’s campaign was posting four times as many direct digital messages as 
Romney’s was over the same 2-week period in June 2012. As this report 
noted, “In 2012, in short, voters are playing an increasingly large role in help-
ing to communicate campaign messages, while the role of the traditional 
news media as an authority or validator has only lessened” (Pew, 2012).

The Internet is also the repository of many urban legends, which con-
tinue to circulate years after the event and after the stories have been 
debunked. (See www.snopes.com for a useful source of urban legends.) One 
prime example of a “story that will not die” is that of TWA Flight 800, a 
passenger plane that exploded shortly after takeoff in July 1996, killing all 
230 people on board. The mysterious circumstances surrounding this tragic 
flight have proved to be the fodder for an enormous and ongoing series of 
rumors, conjectures, and ill will circulating among the media, government 
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agencies, and Internet posters about the cause of the mishap. The official 
government report from the Federal Aviation Administration, after an 
exhaustive and painstaking reconstruction of the wreckage, is that an elec-
tronic spark in a faulty fuel tank was the cause of the plane exploding. 
Despite this report (or perhaps precisely because it was issued by an official 
government agency), the propaganda on the Internet continues to offer a 
range of alternative scenarios for what may have happened. Most prevalent 
among these is the claim that the plane was accidentally shot down by an 
errant military missile fired from a U.S. naval vessel. Numerous websites 
offer up pages and pages of “proof” that this is what really happened. Any 
attempt to refute these claims is met with skeptical responses on these web-
sites that “the government does not want you [the general public] to know 
the truth.”

Many other “conspiracy theories” are available to those who wish to access 
them by “surfing the Web.” For example, if you search for “Obama birth cer-
tificate” on Google, you would receive 50,300,000 results. Similarly, a search 
for “9/11 conspiracy” will yield 34,100,000 results. A particularly strong 
antagonism exists between the traditional media organizations and these new 
sources of information. This is understandable, as the older media, such as 
newspapers and network television, achieved their success when there was less 
competition for the public’s attention. The advent of newer information 
sources (e.g., cable television, the Internet) has forced the traditional media to 
view their news operations more as “products” that are massaged, molded, 
dressed up, packaged, promoted, and delivered to the consumer as finished 
commodities. The Internet is perceived as a threat by the mainstream media 
even though it has, ironically, become a major source for information for these 
same mass media outlets. Because the Internet operates without any clearly 
defined rules of journalistic ethics or the need to satisfy the drive for a large 
audience base as an enticement to advertisers, it functions without constraint 
in the relatively uncontrolled world of cyberspace. The Internet needs almost 
nothing in the way of capital investment in expensive electronic equipment, 
paper, or highly paid on-air “talent.” It provides, correctly or incorrectly, 
instantaneous news and interpretations of the news; it is generally open to 
immediate public feedback, and it does not rely on “the voices of authority” 
so prevalent in the mainstream media (the so-called pervasive talking  
heads with whom we are all familiar). In cyberspace, all voices are accorded 
equal weight, and, in fact, the very “subversive” nature of the Internet may 
even diminish the “source credibility” of these usually authoritative voices. 
Nevertheless, as use of the Internet as the primary source for daily news grows, 
so has the authority and popularity of various Internet voices and sites. As an 
example, there are some individuals who have already managed to rise above 
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the crowd and author websites that have achieved a level of credibility or 
notoriety (Daily Kos or Perez Hilton), as well as a few “news” websites that 
attract a substantial readership (or “hits”) every day (The Huffington Post, or 
The Drudge Report). The Huffington Post attracts 40 million unique visitors 
to its site every month, while The Drudge Report claims to have 1.9 million 
unique visitors on an average weekday. Currently, 79% of American adults 
(18 and over) use the Internet, and 55% of American adults connect to the 
Internet wirelessly, either through a Wi-Fi or WiMAX connection via their 
laptops or through their handheld device like a smartphone (Rainie, 2010). 
This increasing ease of access and mobility is a strong factor in the growth of 
the Internet as a constant source of news. It also accounts for the increasing 
speed with which news and rumors are spread as individuals are constantly 
monitoring their electronic devices, be they laptop computers, smartphones, or 
the latest iPad, and responding accordingly. The enormous potential for pro-
pagandistic activities of the Twitter phenomenon, where millions of Web users 
can offer their instantaneous thoughts in cryptic messages limited to 140 
characters, is only now being appreciated. This new social medium is tailor-
made for the spreading of rumors.

Of course, the Internet also offers the ideal opportunity for “positive” 
propaganda activities. Already, we have seen the creation of an enormous 
number of sites that offer much-needed health information to segments of 
the population either unable to afford a visit to a physician or living in 
remote areas. Organizations such as the American Cancer Society and 
American Heart Association have extensive websites providing much useful 
information. Other sites provide information on every conceivable service, 
from movie starting times to contacts with local, state, and federal politi-
cians. In 1998, the birth of a baby was shown live on the Internet. Although 
not everyone approved of this incident, many families used this opportunity 
to provide a sex education experience for their children. Potential uses of the 
Internet are limited only by people’s imaginations.

More specifically, the Internet, as noted previously, offers a unique oppor-
tunity to all propagandists. While access to the World Wide Web is still 
restricted globally (in 2012 it was estimated that 34.3% of the world’s popu-
lation currently had access to the Internet; see www.internetworldstats.com/
stats.htm), the ability to disseminate information, seemingly without a con-
cern for accuracy or the potential for damage, provides the ideal means in the 
“deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, 
and direct behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of 
the propagandist.” (See the section “Jowett and O’Donnell’s Definition of 
Propaganda” in Chapter 1.) Websites very often offer links to other sites or 
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opportunities to send messages to the parties or institutions being scrutinized, 
a form of direct feedback. The propagandizing potential of the Internet has 
become so significant that new companies have been created specifically to 
monitor what is being said on the network for other companies, institutions, 
or even individuals (e.g., entertainment figures, politicians, sports figures). 
Another recent development are sites aimed specifically at monitoring the 
news for signs of either conservative or liberal bias. Thus, www.Mediamatters 
.org examines in minute detail comments made by commentators and politi-
cians that are erroneous or exhibit a conservative bias; the Media Research 
Center at www.mediaresearch.org does the same thing on the conservative 
side. In the middle is a rather more objective academic site set up by the 
Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylvania, www 
.factcheck.org. To get close to the truth in a highly subjective arena, one usu-
ally has to read all three of these sources.

The issue of Internet monitoring became an important one in 2012, when 
it was revealed that the U.S. Government, through the National Security 
Agency (NSA) was engaged in monitoring all telecommunications in the 
country as part of its antiterrorist activities. It was estimated that the NSA 
had built a network that could access as much as 75% of all U.S. Web traf-
fic. In the end, we are left to ask whether the Internet poses a serious threat 
to the orderly dissemination of information on which a democratic form of 
government depends. At the moment, slightly more than 81% of the 
American population uses the Internet at least once in 12 months, but this 
number increases daily. The following table indicates how the Web is used 
by the average viewer.

United States: Average Weekly Web Usage

Month ending May 2010

Sessions/visits per person 56

Domains visited per person 86

PC time per person 54:52:08

Duration of a Web page viewed 00:00:55

Active digital media universe 198,007,044

Current digital media universe estimate 236,513,000

SOURCE: Copyrighted information of The Nielson Company, licensed for use herein.



176——Propaganda & Persuasion

Social media has also begun to dramatically alter the way in which we use 
other media. In particular, television watching is no longer a solitary activity. 
As the Nielsen Report notes,

The skyrocketing adoption and use of social media among consumers is trans-
forming TV-watching into a more immediate and shared experience. As of June 
2012, more than 33 percent of Twitter users had actively tweeted about 
TV-related content. Some 44 percent of U.S. tablet owners and 38 percent of U.S. 
smartphone owners use their devices daily to access social media while watching 
television. In the Latin America region, more than 50 percent of consumers say 
they interact with social media while watching TV; in the Middle East / Africa 
region, more than 60 percent do. From global events like the Summer Olympics, 
to regional events like the Presidential debates in the U.S., consumers around the 
world used social media to engage with everyone from close friends to complete 
strangers, revolutionizing the television viewing experience. (Copyrighted infor-
mation of The Nielson Company, licensed for use herein; 2012, p. 2)

The implications for such “interactive” use are important, as they provide 
a greater sense of a “shared community” in the audience. This in turn could 
lead to the formation of “publics” sharing information, discussions, and 
potentially collective action. This makes it possible for a disparate audience, 
tweeting their reactions to a vast network to the images they are all watching 
in real time, to agree to some form of collective action. This is what has hap-
pened in many countries as large crowds have gathered in response to such 
shared viewing and messaging. For example, the images of the Egyptian 
army dispersing members of the Muslim Brotherhood in August 2013, 
resulted in even larger crowds assembling in protest. In this specific case the 
results were negative and ended in even more violence. There are many 
examples where social media have been used to mobilize crowds, but with 
limited success. The availability of a viable social media network, however 
vast, is no guarantee that collective assembly and protest will succeed.  
A United Nations Report on this subject clearly states the complex set of 
circumstances required for such movements to be successful:

July 2009 - The global economic crisis has produced many predictions of mass 
mobilization in both Latin America and Central and Eastern Europe. Yet, sus-
tained mass mobilization has not materialized. Simply put, there are other 
political opportunity issues at stake when predicting mass-mobilization.

Even a severe economic downturn in a country with average levels of 
trust, government support, and no internal political crises will not automati-
cally trigger mass-mobilization of “ordinary people.” However, severe eco-
nomic downturns can compound existing crises and thus, the deeper the 
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crisis on both political and socio-economic terms, the higher the probability 
that mobilization will go beyond activists and opposition and acquire a mass 
character. (Onuch, 2009)

The use of social media is becoming a feature of political and civic 
engagement for many Americans. Some 60% of American adults use either 
social networking sites like Facebook or Twitter and a new survey by the 
Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project finds that 66% of 
those social media users—or 39% of all American adults—have done at least 
one of  eight civic or political activities with social media. From a propa-
ganda (or persuasion) perspective it is interesting to note that 31% of social 
media users have used the tools to encourage other people to take action on 
a political or social issue that is important to them. Some 36% of social-
media-using Democrats have done this as have 34% of Republicans. This 
compares to 29% of independents who are social media users (Pew, 2012).

All attempts to establish workable “controls” over the Internet, and 
social media have met with public and legal resistance, and the highest 
courts in the land have declared the new forms of communication to be well 
protected under the constitutional definition of free speech. These are a 
media now in their adolescence, but they have already indicated enormous 
potential power as propagandizing vehicles. They have demonstrated that 
they can play an important if relatively uncontrollable role in the electoral 
process, but as politicians and other professional “image manipulators” 
become more proficient in their use, we can expect them to become an 
integral and essential part of any modern propaganda campaign. Clearly, 
the Internet and the social media as they grow in sophistication and acces-
sibility will bear close scrutiny because of their potential as a propaganda 
instruments in which sources can be disguised and deliberate disinforma-
tion spread with impunity.

In this chapter, we examined the way propaganda has gradually become 
institutionalized as a major factor of modern life. The emergence of the mass 
media in the 19th century afforded an opportunity for the spreading of mes-
sages over vast distances, to large audiences, and in less time than ever 
before. These new innovations in information dissemination were extremely 
useful to a wide range of institutions wishing to propagandize their mes-
sages, and each major media form was quickly adapted to this function. 
Thus, newspapers, movies, radio, and television have all been, and continue 
to be, used for the dissemination of propaganda, and advertising is now the 
most prevalent form of propaganda in our society. Finally, we examined how 
the Internet and social media have become an integral aspect of modern 
society and potentially potent propaganda tools.
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4
Propaganda and  

Persuasion Examined

A 92-year history of social science research has yielded much valuable insight 
into propaganda and persuasion. Researchers began to investigate propaganda 
after World War I, and by World War II, major studies were being conducted 
in attitude research. Recent research has included new insights into attitude 
formation, attitude accessibility, and the study of behavior. It is believed that 
effects are highly conditional, depending on individual differences, the context 
in which propaganda and persuasion take place, and a variety of contingent 
third variables. The use of the Internet has inspired new research and a case is 
being made for new theories. Furthermore, cultural studies and collective 
memory studies yield new insights into various forms of propaganda.

The Modern Study of Propaganda and Persuasion

Studies of propaganda in the early part of the 20th century were antecedents 
to the social scientific study of persuasion. After World War II, researchers 
stopped referring to their subject of study as “propaganda” and started 
investigating various constructs of “persuasion,” which has become a highly 
developed subject in communication and social psychology. Today, the 
research tradition that started in the 1920s continues with various analyses 
of mass-mediated information about politics, international issues, and trends 
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in news coverage, as well as studies of media content that were related to 
public concerns. Although many books date the modern study of propa-
ganda and persuasion in the 1930s and 1940s with the beginnings of the 
scientific study of persuasion, interest in the use of propaganda in World War I 
prompted earlier investigation.

Propaganda in World War I

The period during World War I was the first time that populations of entire 
nations were actively involved in a global struggle. The citizens of Europe and 
America were asked to forgo their own pleasures for the sake of the war effort. 
Money had to be collected; material comforts had to be sacrificed; families lost 
their loved ones. All-out public cooperation was essential. To accomplish these 
ends, attempts were made to arouse hatred and fear of the enemy and to bol-
ster the morale of the people. Mass media were used in ways they had never 
been used before to propagandize entire populations to new heights of patrio-
tism, commitment to the war effort, and hatred of the enemy. Carefully 
designed propaganda messages were communicated through news stories, 
films, photographic records, speeches, books, sermons, posters, rumors, bill-
board advertisements, and handbills to the general public. “Wireless” radio 
transmission was considered to be the new medium for shaping public atti-
tudes. It was believed that radio propaganda could weld the masses into an 
amalgamation of “hate and will and hope” (Lasswell, 1927, p. 221).

Nationwide industrial efforts were mounted with great haste, and the 
support of civilians who worked in industry was enlisted. The Committee on 
Public Information (CPI), a civilian committee under the direction of George 
Creel, was commissioned to “sell the war to America.” Creel established a 
Division of Labor Publications, with former labor organizer Robert Maisel 
as its head. Maisel’s task was to produce and distribute literature to 
American workers. Another organization, the American Alliance for Labor 
and Democracy, was formed under the leadership of Samuel Gompers of the 
American Federation of Labor to maintain peace and harmony in the unions 
in connection with the war effort.

Propaganda was developed and used to bring about cooperation between 
the industrialized society and the fighting armed forces. Posters, designed to 
look like movie posters, depicting workers and soldiers arm in arm, were 
plastered over walls in factories throughout America. The 1914 recruitment 
poster, “Your Country Needs You,” which adorns the cover of this book, 
turned the British Secretary for War, Lord Kitchener, into an instantly recog-
nizable icon. The image was changed to Uncle Sam by James Montgomery 
Flagg in 1917 for the “I Want You for the U.S. Army” poster.
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The CPI sponsored a National Speakers Bureau on behalf of Liberty Bond 
sales drives and distributed more than 100 million posters and pamphlets. 
Wartime propaganda in America and abroad turned out to be very skillful 
and highly coordinated and was considered by its audiences to be quite 
powerful. According to our definition, wartime propaganda was deliberate, 
systematic, and an attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and 
direct behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the 
propagandist.

Although much of it was white propaganda, factual and accurate, some 
of it was gray or black, deceptive and exaggerated. Both the Allies and the 
Germans circulated false atrocity stories, gray propaganda because the 
source was known but the information was false. The Allies told the story 
of Germans boiling down corpses of their soldiers to be used for fats. The 
story’s inventors deliberately mistranslated kadaver as corpse instead of 
animal and circulated the story of a “corpse factory” worldwide in an 
effort to destroy pro-German sentiments. They knew that the German 
word kadaver, which literally means “a corpse,” is used in German to refer 
only to the body of an animal and never to that of a human, but the non-
German-speaking audience did not know this. The story, invented in 1917, 
was not exposed as false until 1925 during a debate in the British House 
of Commons (Qualter, 1962, p. 66). Atrocity stories, along with other, 
more tasteful, propaganda efforts, were considered to be quite effective 
(see also Chapter 5).

The Aftermath of World War I  
and the Growing Concern About Propaganda

After the armistice, in the early 1920s, the experts involved in the devel-
opment of wartime propaganda began to have second thoughts about their 
manipulation of the public. Some of them experienced guilt over the lies and 
deceptions they had helped spread.

George Creel recounted his experiences with the CPI in How We 
Advertised America: The First Telling of the Amazing Story of the Committee 
on Public Information, 1917–1919, published in 1920. In his book, Creel 
tells of the congressional attempt to suppress his report of the CPI’s propa-
ganda activities. Creel, who was proud of his activities, discussed in detail the 
history of the CPI’s domestic and foreign activities.

Concern about the power of the developing forms of mass media was 
widespread, for some people believed that the mass media had extensive, 
direct, and powerful effects on attitude and behavior change. The belief 
that the media could sway public opinion and the masses toward almost 
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any point of view was stated by Harold Lasswell (1927) in grandiose 
language:

But when all allowances have been made, and all extravagant estimates pared 
to the bone, the fact remains that propaganda is one of the most powerful 
instrumentalities in the modern world. It has arisen to its present eminence in 
response to a complex of changed circumstances which have altered the nature 
of society. . . . 

A newer and subtler instrument must weld thousands and even millions of 
human beings into one amalgamated mass of hate and will and hope. A new 
flame must burn out the canker of dissent and temper the steel of bellicose 
enthusiasm. The name of this new hammer and anvil of social solidarity is 
propaganda. (pp. 220–221)

Lasswell’s awe of propaganda was expressed in his pioneer work 
Propaganda Technique in the World War (1927). He noted that the people 
had been duped and degraded by propaganda during the war. Works such as 
Lasswell’s and Creel’s expressed a fear of propaganda, whereas others saw 
the need to analyze propaganda and its effects. Lasswell based his work on 
a stimulus-response model rooted in learning theory. Focusing on mass 
effects, this approach viewed human responses to the media as uniform and 
immediate. E. D. Martin expressed this approach thusly: “Propaganda offers 
ready-made opinions for the unthinking herd” (cited in Choukas, 1965,  
p. 15). Known as the “magic bullet” or “hypodermic needle theory” of direct 
influence effects, it was not as widely accepted by scholars as many books 
on mass communication indicate (Hardt, 1989, p. 571; Lang, 1989, p. 374; 
Sproule, 1991, pp. 227–230). The magic bullet theory was not based on 
empirical generalizations from research but rather on assumptions of the 
time about human nature. People were assumed to be “uniformly controlled 
by their biologically based ‘instincts’ and that they react more or less uni-
formly to whatever ‘stimuli’ came along” (Lowery & DeFleur, 1995, p. 400).

As research methodology became more highly developed, it became 
apparent that the media had selective influences on people. Research con-
cerning important intervening audience variables—for example, demo-
graphic background of the audience, selective perception, preexisting 
attitudes, patterns of social relationships, and other social and mental states 
of receivers—disputed the idea of direct influence. Such research led to “lim-
ited effects” models that explained the impact of media as a function of the 
social environment in which they operate. Effects came to be understood as 
activating and reinforcing preexisting conditions in the audience. Not until 
the end of the 1920s, however, did human individual modifiability and vari-
ability begin to be demonstrable through research.
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The Social Sciences and the Study of Propaganda

After World War I, social psychology began to flourish as a research field 
and an academic discipline. In 1918, Thomas and Znaniecki defined social 
psychology as the study of attitudes. Other social sciences, such as sociology 
and psychology, were also stimulated by the need to pursue questions about 
human survival in an age in which social strain grew heavy with concerns 
about warfare, genocide, economic depression, and human relationships. These 
questions were about influence, leadership, decision making, and changes in 
people, institutions, and nations. Such questions were also related to the phe-
nomena of propaganda, public opinion, attitude change, and communication.

Marketing research also began to be developed in the 1920s. Surveys of 
consumers to analyze their buying habits and the effectiveness of advertising 
were refined by sampling techniques in the 1930s and were used to poll 
political as well as consumer preferences. Public opinion research also began 
to develop. Walter Lippmann’s (1922) Public Opinion voiced a concern that 
people were influenced by modern media, especially by the newspapers. In 
1937, Public Opinion Quarterly began to be published. The Editorial 
Foreword in the first issue proclaimed,

For the first time in history, we are confronted nearly everywhere by mass 
opinion as the final determinant of political and economic action. . . . Scholarship 
is developing new possibilities of scientific approach as a means of verifying 
hypotheses and of introducing greater precision of thought and treatment. 
(“Editorial Foreword,” 1937, p. 3)

The Payne Fund studies, discussed in Chapter 3, assessed the effects of 
films on children and adolescents in the 1930s with respect to individual 
differences such as economic background, education, home life, neighbor-
hood, gender, and age.

In 1933, the President’s Research Committee on Recent Social Trends 
called the fields of research in propaganda analysis, public opinion analysis, 
social psychology, and marketing research “agencies of mass impression” 
(Czitrom, 1982, p. 126). The mass media, then, were considered to be a com-
mon denominator from which questions of behavior and attitude change 
were to be studied. The media industries provided funding for research, along 
with easily quantifiable data to be analyzed. Applied research also became the 
by-product of industrial and government institutions and centers, institutes, 
and universities. Rogers (1994) pointed out that “private foundations and the 
federal government were more eager to support research that was useful to 
policymakers but did not raise troubling questions about the interests and 
motives of the persuaders” (pp. 211–212). Simpson (1994) had a somewhat 
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harsher conclusion: “Sponsorship can, however, underwrite the articulation, 
elaboration, and development of a favored set of preconceptions, and in that 
way improve its competitive position in ongoing rivalries with alternative 
constructions of academic reality” (p. 5). Whatever the sponsors’ motives, 
they enabled a substantial body of behavioral and social scientists to turn 
their attention to communication studies.

Research in Propaganda and Persuasion

The Study of Attitudes

Although the flurry of research following the end of World War I was 
related to evaluating propaganda messages, much of the subsequent research 
had to do with persuasion—specifically, the study of attitudes. During the 
1920s and 1930s, research in persuasion was attitude research. Emphasis 
was placed on conceptually defining attitudes and operationally measuring 
them. Gordon Allport’s (1935) definition of attitude was one of the most 
important: “An attitude is a mental and neural state of readiness organized 
through experience, and exerting a directive influence upon the individual’s 
response to all objects and situations with which it is related” (p. 798). 
Allport argued that “[a]ttitudes determine for each individual what he [or 
she] will think and what he [or she] will do” (Rhodes & Ewoldsen, 2013, p. 
54). The concept of attitudes was so central to research that Allport (1935) 
said, “Attitude is probably the most distinctive and indispensable concept in 
contemporary American social psychology” (p. 798).

Bogardus (1925), Thurstone (1929), and Likert (1932) developed three 
measures of attitudes. The Likert scale has been one of the most widely used 
attitude-measurement techniques and is still used for voting and other mar-
ket research and opinion polls. It consists of categories indicating attitude 
strength with a strongly approve answer graduating down to a strongly 
disapprove response on a 5-point linear scale. The Bogardus and Thurstone 
scales, which weight a series of attitudinal statements of equal intervals, were 
used in some of the Payne Fund studies. A representative study that used 
attitude-measuring scales to determine propaganda effects was done by 
Rosenthal (1934), who found that Russian silent propaganda films changed 
socioeconomic attitudes of American students. He also found that stereo-
types were easier to create than to eradicate.

Another widely used attitude-measurement instrument was developed by 
Osgood (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957). The semantic differential 
focuses on the meaning that people give to a word or concept. This procedure 
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allows people to reveal an attitude by rating a concept on a scale of verbal 
opposites, such as good and bad, with several blank spaces between the poles. 
The midpoint in the blank spaces can be an indicator of neutrality. The seman-
tic differential reveals the particular dimensions that people use to qualify their 
experience, the types of concepts that are regarded as similar or different in 
meaning, and the intensity of meaning given to a particular concept.

The study of attitude and attitude change received more attention than 
any other topic in social psychology or communication, yet scholars are still 
far from achieving conclusive links between attitudes and actual behavior. 
One early study of behavior and attitudes was done by Richard Lapiere 
(1934), who toured the United States with a Chinese couple. They stayed at 
hotels and ate at restaurants, keeping records of how they were treated. After 
the trip, Lapiere wrote to all the places they had visited and asked whether 
they accepted or served Chinese persons as guests. A great majority wrote 
back and said they did not. From this, Lapiere concluded that the social 
attitudes of the hotel and restaurant managements had little correspondence 
with their behavior.

World War II and Research in Communication

After World War II broke out in Europe, researchers turned their attention 
to studies of propaganda, counterpropaganda, attitudes, and persuasion. 
Studies conducted during and after the war were primarily undertaken by 
social psychologists and psychologists who carefully used controls to measure 
effects. The war caused intense concern about the powers of the mass media 
and their potential for directly altering attitudes and behavior. Wartime 
research was conducted by the U.S. government, which was greatly concerned 
with the nature of German propaganda, the British communication system in 
wartime, the means by which the United States Office of War Information 
bolstered civilian morale, and how to make commercial media fare more 
relevant to the military struggle (Lazarsfeld & Stanton, 1944).

Paul Lazarsfeld, professor of sociology at Columbia University and head of 
the Bureau of Applied Social Research, along with other behavioral scientists, 
produced “Research in Communication” in 1940. This memorandum was a 
review of the “state of the art” of research at that time. A methodologist, 
Lazarsfeld was concerned with effects research. Lazarsfeld’s approach repre-
sented European positivism, the scientific approach of the Vienna Circle influ-
enced by Albert Einstein and Ernst Mach. The Frankfurt school of critical 
theory was represented by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, who were 
also in exile in America. These scholars were concerned with the values and 
ideological images reflected in media content. Less concerned with immediate 
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effects, they addressed the more subtle and long-term implications of the 
underlying structure and the implicit themes in the media. Adorno was based 
in the Princeton Office of Radio Research. Lazarsfeld recalled in his memoirs 
(Fleming & Bailyn, 1969) the hope to “develop a convergence of European 
theory and American empiricism” (p. 324). Lazarsfeld perceived critical 
research in opposition to his practice of administrative research; however, as 
Hardt (1989, pp. 571–572) pointed out, he failed to consider the role of cul-
ture and media in society. Lazarsfeld’s focus was on mass media effects that 
were possibly predictive; thus, his methodology was empirical.

Some wartime research, however, could not measure effects. A study by 
Speier and Otis, reported in Lazarsfeld and Stanton’s (1944, pp. 208–247) 
Radio Research, 1942–43, is representative of the content analyses of news-
casts to determine the functions of such newscasts. Speier and Otis (1944) 
content-analyzed German radio propaganda to France during the Battle of 
France. They found that the function of propaganda to the enemy in total 
war is “to realize the aim of war—which is victory—without acts of physical 
violence, or with less expenditure of physical violence than would otherwise 
be necessary” (Lazarsfeld & Stanton, 1944, p. 210). They also found that 
when actual fighting had not yet begun, the propagandist used propaganda 
as a substitute for physical violence, whereas when actual fighting was going 
on, propaganda changed into a supplement to physical violence. For exam-
ple, before fighting began in France, the Germans attempted to terrorize with 
words, threatening physical violence to get France to negotiate rather than 
fight. Once fighting actually began, the Germans changed their tactics and 
chronicled their acts and victories over the radio.

Merton and Lazarsfeld summarized the nature of effect studies in “Studies 
in Radio and Film Propaganda” (in Merton, 1968, pp. 563–582). These 
studies used content analysis and response analysis of pamphlets, films, and 
radio programs. Response analysis was derived through the “focused inter-
view” and a program analyzer, a device that enabled the listener of a radio 
program to press a button to indicate what she or he liked or disliked. 
Responses recorded on tape synchronized with the radio program registered 
approval, disapproval, or neutrality and were plotted into a statistical curve 
of response. Through response analysis, the researchers were able to deter-
mine (a) the effect aspects of the propaganda to which the audience had 
responded, (b) the many-sided nature of responses, (c) whether the expected 
responses had occurred, and (d) unanticipated responses. For example, a 
radio program designed to bolster American morale shortly after the 
Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor contained two dominant themes: The 
first stressed the power and potentiality of the United States to combat 
defeatism, and the second emphasized the strength of the enemy to combat 
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complacency and overconfidence. Response analysis revealed that the 
emphasis on the strength of the United States reinforced the complacency of 
those who were already complacent, and correlatively, references to enemy 
strength supported defeatism of those who were already defeatist (Merton, 
1968, pp. 573–574).

The benchmark for the initiation of sociobehavioral experiments in the 
area of attitude change, communication, and the acquisition of factual 
knowledge from instructional media came from studies conducted by a 
group of distinguished social and behavioral scientists who had been enlisted 
into service by the U.S. Army. Working within the Information and Education 
Division (I&E) of the War Department, the Research Branch assisted the 
army with a variety of problems involving psychological measurement and 
evaluation of programs. Some of their experiments were among the first to 
determine how specific content affected particular audiences. The best 
known of these experiments was the research that tested the effects of the 
U.S. Army orientation films, a series called Why We Fight.

Frank Capra, the well-known Hollywood director, had been commis-
sioned by the army to make a series of training films for recruits. He pro-
duced seven films that traced the history of World War II from 1931 to Pearl 
Harbor and America’s mobilization for war. As they trained to fight in the 
war, hundreds of thousands of Americans saw these films. The army wanted 
to find out whether the films did an effective job of teaching the recruits 
factual knowledge about the war and whether the factual knowledge shaped 
interpretations and opinions in ways necessary for developing an acceptance 
of military roles and related sacrifices. The latter objective is consistent with 
our definition of white propaganda.

The main team that conducted the studies consisted of Frances J. Anderson, 
John L. Finan, Carl I. Hovland, Irving L. Janis, Arthur A. Lumsdaine, Nathan 
Macoby, Fred D. Sheffield, and M. Brewster Smith. The results were pub-
lished by Hovland, Lumsdaine, and Sheffield in 1949 in a work titled 
Experiments on Mass Communication, which also included other experi-
ments on communication issues. This work touched off considerable interest 
in the experimental study of persuasion during the postwar years.

Four of the seven Why We Fight films were included in the study. Several 
research procedures were used, including sampling, control groups, match-
ing, pretesting, and measurement. The results showed that the films were not 
effective in motivating the recruits to serve and fight in the war. The films 
were also not effective in influencing attitudes related to the army’s orienta-
tion objectives—for example, deepening resentment toward the enemy, giv-
ing greater support to the British, and demanding unconditional surrender. 
They were somewhat effective, however, in shaping a few attitudes related to 
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the interpretation of the content of the films—for example, that the failure 
of Germany to invade England during the Battle of Britain was a Nazi 
defeat. The films were markedly effective, however, in teaching the recruits 
factual knowledge about the war. In fact, the majority of recruits tested 
retained the same correct answers when retested 1 week later. Although the 
films failed to influence the attitudes and motivation of the recruits, they 
were most successful in presenting information to enhance learning.

Other research on the Why We Fight films tested the attitudes of the 
recruits toward the films themselves. Results showed that the recruits liked 
the films, accepted the information in them as accurate, and did not perceive 
them as untruthful propaganda (Lowery & DeFleur, 1995, pp. 148–149). 
Several characteristics of the audience were tested, including intellectual abil-
ity and how it related to learning from the films.

Other studies were conducted to determine whether a one-sided argument 
was more effective than a two-sided argument. After the German surrender, 
soldiers in training camps listened to radio speeches that attempted to per-
suade them to continue the war against Japan. Results indicated that the 
two-sided message produced greater attitude change than the one-sided mes-
sage, especially among those who initially opposed prolonging the war. In 
contrast, the one-sided message brought about greater attitude change 
among those who initially supported prolonging the war. In addition, the 
better educated respondents were more favorably affected by the two-sided 
message, whereas the less well-educated recruits were more responsive to the 
one-sided message.

The results from the research conducted by the Information and Education 
Division during the war were very important to the development of commu-
nication research. No longer were the media considered to be an all-powerful 
shaper of attitudes because the effects of films and radio broadcasts were 
clearly limited. Now, the effects of mass communication were understood to 
be strongly influenced by individual differences in the audience.

Lasswell developed a five-question model in 1940 to study effects. It grew 
out of a 10-month-long Rockefeller Foundation–sponsored seminar that 
included Lazarsfeld and other social scientists. The model—Who says what 
to whom in what channel with what effects?—became the dominant para-
digm of American communication research (Rogers, 1994). The model did 
not include the question why and thus focused on effects. Because the model 
did not concern itself with why those in control of communication made the 
choices they did to use it for certain functions, it may have steered researchers 
away from other important topics. Nonetheless, the Rockefeller 
Communication Seminar was seminal in the development of communication 
research, for it established networks among communication scholars, and the 
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proceedings volume that came out of it was one of the first books to argue 
for communication as a field of study (Rogers, 1994). Participants in the 
seminar moved to Washington, D.C., in 1941 to engage in war-related 
research. Lasswell’s War-Time Communications Project, which used quantita-
tive methods of content analysis of Allied and Axis propaganda, required a 
neutral observer, thus changing the nature of propaganda research from pre-
war reformist to objective scientific. “Eventually the value-laden term propa-
ganda analysis gave way to communication research” (Rogers, 1994, p. 228).

Another research breakthrough occurred during the same era, along with 
the development of new survey techniques for studying the interrelationship 
between the media and persuasion in natural settings over time. Lazarsfeld, 
Berelson, and Gaudet (1948) conducted a panel study during the presidential 
election of 1940 to determine whether mass media influenced political atti-
tudes. They found that the media tended to reinforce people’s existing attitudes 
rather than introduce new ones. Much more important, as the interviews 
progressed from month to month, they discovered that the media had been 
effective in influencing various people who were perceived as leaders. Average 
citizens were subsequently receiving information and influence from them 
rather than the media. Face-to-face discussions were found to be a more 
important source of political influence than the media. The finding was a ser-
endipitous one.

After they discovered what was happening, the researchers revised their 
plans and gathered as much data as they could about interpersonal communi-
cation during the campaign. They discovered that people were being influ-
enced by opinion leaders who had received their information from the media. 
From this, they developed the “two-step flow” model of communication 
effects through discussion with their peers (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948). This model 
was later revised to become a “multistep flow” model that has people obtain-
ing ideas and information from the media but seeking out opinion leaders for 
confirmation of their ideas and forming their attitudes. Later research indi-
cated that a highly variable number of relays can exist among the media, the 
message receivers, and attitude formation (Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971).

Thus, Lazarsfeld and his associates had found that when the political cam-
paign persuaded at all, it served more to activate and reinforce voter predis-
positions than to change attitudes. Lazarsfeld et al. (1948) concluded, 
“Exposure is always selective; in other words, a positive relationship exists 
between people’s opinions and what they choose to listen to or read” (p. 166). 
This important research introduced the concepts of selective exposure, opin-
ion leader, and two-step and multistep flow into communication research. 
The research done during World War II reinforced the “limited effects” model 
of media influence and discovered the importance of gatekeepers.
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Kurt Lewin, psychologist and German expatriate, was instrumental in 
wartime research on how to persuade Americans to change their food- 
buying and eating habits to accept eating nutritious organ meats such as liver 
and kidney in times of meat shortages. His studies showed that discussion 
among shoppers when followed by a group decision was a more effective 
strategy to produce change than lectures by experts. This led to Lewin’s 
conceptualization of a gatekeeper, someone who controls the flow of infor-
mation. The concept of gatekeeping could be applied to other communica-
tion situations, according to Lewin: “This situation holds not only for food 
channels but also for the traveling of a news item through certain communi-
cation channels in a group” (cited in Rogers, 1994, pp. 335–336). The gate-
keeping function of the media has since become a significant factor that 
determines what gets into print or on the air (Lang, 1989, p. 371).

The Yale Studies

After the war, Carl Hovland returned to Yale University, gathered a 
group of 30 colleagues, and developed what has since become known as the 
“Yale approach” to persuasion. The Yale group examined attitude change 
in a variety of experimental contexts. They were among the first researchers 
to examine the effects of source credibility on information processing. They 
found that source credibility had no effect on immediate comprehension 
but that it had a substantial, albeit short-lived, effect on attitude change. 
Kelman and Hovland (1953) found that because people tend to dissociate 
source and content over time, the effects of source credibility were not as 
pervasive as they thought. Kelman and Hovland called this a “sleeper 
effect.” After people have forgotten the name and qualifications of a per-
suader, the influence of source credibility in changing their attitude disap-
pears, leaving the people with the message content that provided the basis 
for their attitudes. Contemporary researchers call this a “dissociation 
hypothesis,” rather than a true sleeper effect, which would be the case when 
a persuasive message results in little initial change followed by a delayed 
increase in impact on attitude or behavior change (Pratkanis & Greenwald, 
1985, pp. 158–160).

Other variables that the Yale group investigated were personality traits 
and susceptibility to persuasion, the ordering of arguments (primacy-
recency), explicit versus implicit conclusions, and messages that arouse fear 
(fear appeals). Doctors, parents, police officers, politicians, and especially 
propagandists use fear appeals to get people to act in certain ways, thus the 
studies were important to scholars who study persuasion and propaganda. 
Over the years, researchers continued to study the impact of fear appeals on 
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audiences, with paradoxical results. In some instances, strong fear appeals 
were found to be persuasive; in others, they were not.

Recent research has indicated that effective fear appeals must include infor-
mation that threatens the audience but also provides useful action for reducing 
or eliminating the threat. Witte and Allen (2000) did a meta-analysis on mul-
tiple fear appeals studies, concluding that fear appeals motivate attitude, inten-
tion, and behavior changes especially when accompanied by a recommended 
action. For example, a health-related message that indicates people as young as 
30 are likely to get colon cancer will be more effective if it gives the means of 
reducing that likelihood (colon cancer screening). The researchers recommend 
that practitioners use vivid images and language to describe terrible conse-
quences to one’s health, but for the threats to be effective, they must be accom-
panied by recommended actions. Witte and Allen concluded, “Fear appears to 
be a great motivator as long as individuals believe they are able to protect 
themselves” (p. 607). Roskos-Ewoldsen, Yu, and Rhodes (2004) found the 
effectiveness of useful action in their study of reasoned action and breast self-
examination as a means of early detection of breast cancer. In this study, half 
the messages to women stressed the effectiveness of self-exam, whereas the 
other half focused on the limitations of self-exams. They found that regardless 
of the level of fear appeals, the women who heard the effectiveness of the self-
exam message had stronger intentions to perform breast self-examinations 
(Brock & Green, 2005, p. 58). Sheeran and Orbell (2000) found substantial 
increases in the number of women who actually took part in cancer screening 
if an action plan was proposed. Action plans included time and location for the 
action, so the women could plan and manage their own behavior (Brock & 
Green, 2005, p. 203). Dillard and Seo (2013), in their study of persuasion and 
emotions, explained that fear “narrows the perceptual field and focuses atten-
tion on the threatening stimulus” (p. 152). Mongeau (2013), in his review of 
the fear appeal literature, concluded that because research on the subject has 
focused on cognition that “the important physiological processes presumed to 
mediate the relationship between fear appeals and responses have gone dra-
matically understudied” (p. 197).

The 1950s Yale group had wanted to discover the governing laws of per-
suasion in laboratory settings. Many of the “laws” did not hold up over time, 
but their work led to a greater understanding of persuasion and stimulated 
subsequent research in persuasion for years to come.

Consistency Theories

One major grouping of research results that came out of the Yale group’s 
research is known as consistency theory. Consistency theorists view the desire 
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or drive for consistency as a central motivator in attitude formation and 
behavior. Cognitive consistency is the mental agreement between a person’s 
notion about some object or event and new information about it. The under-
lying assumption is that when new information is contradictory or inconsis-
tent with a person’s attitude, it will lead to some confusion and tension. This 
tension motivates a person to alter or adjust her or his behaviors. For exam-
ple, most people, including those who smoke, have a positive attitude toward 
good health and longevity. Information about smoking and secondhand 
smoke as a cause of disease and death can create tension in smokers. When 
the tension as a result of inconsistency between attitude and behavior is no 
longer tolerable, smokers may adjust their behaviors by giving up cigarettes. 
A propagandist may induce tension by pointing out inconsistencies in peo-
ple’s attitudes and behaviors to incite new attitudes and behaviors.

All consistency theories are based on the belief that people need to per-
ceive themselves as consistent. The human tendency is toward balance, often 
called homeostasis. When there is imbalance in the human cognitive system, 
attitude and behavior change tend to result. Most consistency theories 
(Heider’s [1946] balance theory; Osgood & Tannenbaum’s [1955] congruity 
principle) attempt to predict the nature and degree of change that occurs 
under conditions of inconsistency. The best known of the consistency theo-
ries is Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance.

In 1957, Leon Festinger published his A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, 
which generated a great deal of research, speculation, and argument. 
Festinger said that once a person has made an important decision, she or he 
is in a committed state. If alternatives are presented, the person is susceptible 
to cognitive dissonance or psychological discomfort. This is based on the 
need to have consistency among one’s cognitive elements. For example, if a 
person was committed to working for a large corporation and was forced to 
make a negative speech about it, that person would be put into a state of 
cognitive dissonance because of the inconsistency. Dissonance can be allevi-
ated in several ways, including rationalization, avoidance, and seeking new 
support. The person could say that “it’s only a job,” or not think about the 
speech after it is given, or look for stronger reasons to support the commit-
ment to the company. If the discrepancy between the commitment and the 
inconsistent act is high, change is likely to occur. Festinger would say, in the 
case of wide discrepancy, that the person would change the commitment to 
the corporation after making a negative speech about it to bring attitude in 
line with behavior. This theory accounts for the practice of forced behavior 
producing attitude change.

Recent cognitive dissonance research reveals that people are also driven 
by interpersonal concerns, such as being perceived as consistent and making 
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a good impression; others are driven by choice and self-perceived responsi-
bility (Tesser, 1995, p. 74). Cognitive dissonance theory influenced Daryl 
Bem’s (1970) theory of self-perception, which states that an individual relies 
on external cues to infer internal states. Bem used the example of the ques-
tion “Why do you like brown bread?” with its response “Because I eat it.” 
This is an example of a self-attribution theory, discussed later in this chapter.

Other recent research has investigated individual differences in experienc-
ing cognitive dissonance. For example, if people believe they are responsible 
for inconsistent beliefs, as opposed to being instructed (by a researcher) to 
act inconsistently with their beliefs, they are more likely to experience dis-
sonance (Brock & Green, 2005, p. 75). People who tend to repress the exis-
tence of aversive events are less likely to experience dissonance compared to 
people who are sensitive to such matters. Cialdini, Trost, and Newsom 
(1995) developed a new measure to examine individual differences and cog-
nitive dissonance, the Preference for Consistency (PFC) scale. This scale 
measures people’s desire for consistency in three areas: internal consistency, 
the outward appearance of consistency, and the desire that other people be 
consistent. They found that people who were high on the PFC were more 
likely to experience dissonance and subsequent attitude change than those 
who were low on the scale.

People may also experience dissonance when they vicariously observe 
someone else behaving inconsistently. Norton, Monin, Cooper, and Hogg 
(2003) based their study on the presumption that people share a common 
group membership, strongly identifying with the group. They found that the 
people who identified with their group changed attitudes to be more consis-
tent with their fellow group members. Those who did not belong to or relate 
to a group did not change their attitudes.

Theory of Exposure Learning

Social psychologists have amassed considerable evidence that affirms a 
truism about propaganda—that is, the more people are exposed to an idea, 
the more they are apt to accept it. Robert Zajonc (1968) conducted a series 
of studies in which stimuli were exposed to viewers. Regardless of whether 
the stimuli were meaningful (Chinese characters, nonsense words), respon-
dents who saw them more often liked them better. Zajonc (1980) suggested 
there is comfort in familiarity. Philip Zimbardo and Michael Leippe (1991) 
extended this idea with their review of studies of subject exposure to stimuli 
that were previously liked or disliked. Frequent exposure intensified previ-
ous positive and negative attitudes. This “buildup” of attitude intensity is a 
factor in the polarization of attitudes with repeated exposure.
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Social Judgment Theory

Intensity is a key feature of social judgment theory, for it not only develops 
the concept of the direction of an attitude (like-dislike) but also examines the 
level of ego involvement. Ego involvement is the degree of involvement of a 
person in, and how the person’s life is affected by, an issue. A linear scale is 
used to determine a respondent’s latitude of acceptance, rejection, or noncom-
mitment. If a respondent’s perception of a message falls within the latitude of 
acceptance, she or he tends to perceive the message closer to her or his posi-
tion than it actually is, which results in an assimilation effect. If the message 
lies in the latitude of rejection, it will be perceived much farther from the 
person’s position than it actually is. S. W. Smith, Atkin, Martell, Allen, and 
Hembroff (2006) found in their study of drinking among university students 
that change is best accomplished in a series of steps in which each message is 
fairly close to a person’s acceptance and then gradually moving the boundary 
away from it. Gradual and subtle changes in propaganda messages may be 
inconspicuous, causing people to respond to them over time.

Resistance to Persuasion

Most research of the 1950s and 1960s was based on attempts of a per-
suader to change attitudes in an audience, but William J. McGuire (1964) 
investigated factors that induced resistance to persuasion, producing work 
that changed the focus of persuasion research. Using some novel techniques 
to involve people in creating their own defenses against persuasion, 
McGuire developed inoculation theory, which focuses on a strategy analo-
gous to physical immunization against disease. He used what he called 
“cultural truisms”—that is, beliefs one holds that are so ingrained within 
the cultural milieu that they have never been attacked. First, a cultural tru-
ism would be mildly attacked. Because the research subject had never dealt 
with such an attack, she or he needed help in developing a defense against 
it. Pretreatment in the form of supportive statements and refutational argu-
ments was given by an instructor. If the pretreatment was assimilated, the 
research subject could then provide counterarguments and defenses against 
subsequent attacks. Many studies were conducted from 1993 to 2000 to 
determine the effectiveness of resistance to messages in advertising, public 
relations, and politics (Szabo & Pfau, 2002). Crano, Siegel, and Alvaro 
(2013), in their study of anti-drug media, found that resistance can be 
enhanced. They cite the research of Tormala (2008), Tormala and Petty 
(2002), and Tormala and Petty as cited in Crano, Siegal, and Alvaro (2013) 
that found that people’s resistance increases as a result of resisting strong 
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persuasive messages. “The stronger the resisted message, the greater the 
augmentation of certainty and subsequent resistance. Attitudes strength-
ened as a result of successfully resisting messages perceived as strong are 
likely to persist” (p. 300).

McGuire’s Model of Persuasion

McGuire (1968) also developed a model of persuasion that emphasized 
its processes: attention, comprehension, yielding, retention, and action. In 
testing receptivity, McGuire found that receivers with high self-esteem were 
receptive to persuasive messages because they had confidence in their initial 
positions. Yet, they were resistant to yielding because they were satisfied 
with their existing attitudes. He also found that receivers with high intelli-
gence were receptive to a message because they had longer attention spans 
and were better able to comprehend arguments. Yet, they, too, resisted 
change because of confidence in existing attitudes. This led him to conclude 
that receivers with lower levels of self-esteem and intelligence are more 
affected by persuasive messages.

Zimbardo and Leippe (1991, p. 136) added exposure at the beginning and 
changed action to “translation of attitude to behavior” at the end. Exposure 
precedes attention because people cannot attend a message until they are 
exposed to it. This is particularly appropriate with advertising on multichannels 
on television. Although advertisers put their messages on television, there is no 
guarantee that preferred consumers will be exposed to them. Television ratings 
are important because the more people who watch a program, the more people 
are exposed to the commercials. Subsequently, if a message influences behavior, 
the new attitude formed by the message guides the behavior (p. 137).

Diffusion of Innovations

Another development in the late 1960s was the diffusion of innovations, 
developed by James Coleman, who investigated how doctors decided to adopt 
new antibiotic drugs (Rogers, 1982). Peer networks influenced doctors more 
than scientific evaluations by university medical schools and pharmaceutical 
firms. The diffusion process occurred through a combination of mass and inter-
personal communication in networks where change takes place. It is a complex 
process in which mass media, including the Internet, may stimulate change, but 
interpersonal networks are crucial to the process. Advances in new technologies 
have changed the diffusion process. New ideas and behavior patterns are intro-
duced worldwide through social networks. Those who adopt innovations in 
early stages have greater access to media sources of information, but others rely 
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on interpersonal communication (Bandura, 2009, pp. 114–119). This theory is 
of particular importance to campaigns where attitude and behavior change are 
desired ends. Holbert and Tchernev (2013) point out that innovations are also 
opposed, especially in competitive situations (p. 47).

Recent Research on Attitudes

Research on attitudes at the end of the 20th century focused on the con-
tent and formation of attitudinal responses apart from their correlation to 
behavior change. In the 21st century, various new methodologies for assess-
ing attitudes have been developed (see Aiken, 2002, pp. 23–52).

The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) 
examines centralized processing of information for attitude formation on the 
basis of a person’s motivation to do so, as well as the person’s abilities to 
engage in message- and issue-related thinking. Motivation to engage is related 
to attentional factors, message quality, a person’s involvement in the issue, 
and a person’s ability to process argument. This means that if a person does 
not care about a topic, she or he is not likely to expend much energy to pro-
cess the information in the message. Such a person can be expected to rely on 
extra-message peripheral cues, such as the attractiveness and/or credibility of 
the source. Conversely, if the person cares about the topic at hand in a per-
sonal way, she or he is likely to devote great energy to process the message 
content. In the latter case, evidence becomes important because, if it is sound, 
the person will be influenced by it (Reinard, 1988, p. 8). In other words, 
“Confront individuals with their concrete social situations, demonstrate the 
relevancy of an issue for those concerned, and reflection, critical thinking, and 
subsequent action will occur” (Pratkanis & Turner, 1996, p. 199).

Current research suggests that the amount and nature of one’s thinking 
matters greatly. Certain variables, such as the receiver’s mood and expertise 
of the message source, affect attitude change. Attitude change that happens as 
a result of topic relevance tends to last longer over time, resist attempts to 
change, and predict relevant behavior (Petty, Cacioppo, Strathman, & Priester 
in Brock & Green, 2005, pp. 81–111). O’Keefe (2013) points out, however, 
that “Sometimes, even when people have (what appear to be) perfectly strong 
attitudes, they nevertheless fail to act on them—for example, when they 
believe themselves incapable of performing the desired action” (p. 146).

Research on Persuasion and Behavior

In the 1970s, experimental research on attitudes waned, and more empha-
sis was placed on behavior and media influence. Most studies that attempted 
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to link attitude to behavior changes were not able to demonstrate a direct 
correlation between attitude change and some desired behavior change. Then 
a new research development measured attitudes toward behavior and inten-
tions to carry out a behavior. Researchers continue to determine what can 
enable them to predict behavior. Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) model of rea-
soned action measures the strength of intentions to perform behaviors with 
strong predictive results. Two important determinants of intentions, however, 
are related to attitudes. First, the attitude toward the relevant behavior is 
based on beliefs regarding the behavior and its likely outcomes. Second, the 
approval or disapproval of significant people, which are attitudes or subjec-
tive norms, toward the desired behavior will be taken into consideration.

An attitude may predict behavior when the attitude is strong and clear, 
when the attitude is relevant to the behavior called for by the situation at 
hand, when the attitude and the behavior have strong links to the same com-
ponents of the attitude system, and when the attitude is important to the 
individual (Zimbardo & Leippe, 1991, p. 192). Kim and Hunter (1993) con-
ducted a meta-analysis of 138 studies about attitude-behavior relationships. 
With a total sample of 90,908, their findings prompted these researchers to 
state, “Relevant attitudes strongly predict volitional behavior” (p. 132). The 
topics of relevance included exercise, family planning, gambling, environmen-
tal issues, and race relations. This meta-analysis underscores the need to 
know one’s audience’s relevant concerns. Here is a historical illustration: 
When demagogue Huey Long learned that speaking to farmers about their 
daily chores got a favorable response, he won their votes. His famous pitch, 
“I know what it is like to slop the hogs” gained him a following that got him 
elected governor of Louisiana in 1928.

Advertising research reveals that people can have a strong positive atti-
tude toward an advertised product and yet will not buy it. Zimbardo and 
Leippe (1991) explained that this occurs because the attitude and the buying 
behavior are connected to different components of the attitude system rela-
tive to the product. People may think an advertisement has a cute or lovable 
image, but they may not take the product seriously enough to purchase it 
because it may not be relevant to them.

When people are truly committed to an attitude, it is more likely that 
behavior consistency will occur. Citing the remarkable attitude-behavior 
consistency of the Chinese student demonstrators in Tiananmen Square in 
Beijing in 1989, Zimbardo and Leippe (1991) concluded, “People act in 
accord with their attitudes on matters that matter, sometimes no matter 
what” (p. 196). Another predictor of behavior is the goal of the person who 
enacts the behavior. Bandura (1977, p. 161) found that explicitly defined 
goals create incentive to carry them out.
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Bandura’s (1986) theory of observational learning links behavior and behav-
ior change to modeling that people observe in their homes, among their peers, 
and in the mass media, including the Internet. According to this theory, model-
ing influences produce new behaviors because they give people new informa-
tion about how to behave. Through observation, people acquire symbolic 
representation of modeled activities that serve as guidelines for their own 
behavior. Observational learning results when models exhibit novel patterns of 
thought or behavior that observers did not already possess but that, following 
observation, they can produce in similar form. Modeling can also encourage 
people to engage in behavior they had once perceived as threatening. Modeling 
influences thus can serve as instructors, inhibitors, disinhibitors, facilitators, 
stimulus enhancers, and emotion arousers. When people see models express 
emotional reactions, they are likely to experience emotional arousal. It is obvi-
ous that modeling can be an important propaganda strategy, especially where 
members of an organization wear uniforms, participate in rituals, and reap 
positive rewards. Bandura (2001) believes that “the more people depend on the 
media’s symbolic environment, the greater is its social impact” (p. 271).

Four processes in Bandura’s (1986) model are necessary to acquire new 
behavior: (a) attentional processes, (b) retention processes, (c) motor produc-
tion processes, and (d) motivational processes. First, a modeled behavior has 
to be attended to and then subsequently related to. How people relate to 
others’ behavior is determined by perception, motivation, needs, and goals. 
People are inclined to pay attention to behaviors that have functional value 
to them. Successful modes of behavior tend to gain more attention than 
unsuccessful ones. Also, if the person doing the modeling is considered to be 
attractive or a friend, more attention will be given to observing that person. 
This is one reason why children in communities with aggressive models for 
friends may join gangs and engage in aggressive behaviors; they have fewer 
opportunities to befriend other types or to observe prosocial behaviors than 
children who live in more pacifistic communities.

Second, what has been observed has to be retained in the memory. 
Bandura (1986) said that the modeled behavior has to be stored in some 
symbolic form. His studies found that respondents who expressed modeled 
behaviors in concise terms or vivid imagery remembered them better.

Third, production processes have to be activated, for they convert sym-
bolic forms into appropriate action. This requires initiation of responses, 
monitoring, and refinement on the basis of feedback. When a behavior is 
performed, feedback, coaching, and reinforcement assist its adoption.

Fourth and most important, the actual performance of the modeled behav-
ior requires motivation to do so. The primary motivation is the observation of 
positive consequences associated with the new behavior. Repeated observation 
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of desirable consequences associated with a behavior provides a strong moti-
vation to perform a behavior. The anticipation of positive reinforcement can 
effectively influence what is observed and the degree of attention paid to the 
observation of a given behavior. In other words, learning new behaviors 
through observation can be more successful if those observing the behavior are 
told ahead of time that they will benefit from performing the behavior.

With regard to mass media, especially the Internet where participants link 
to social networks and virtual community settings, Bandura (2001), explained 
that “although they share a common bond to the media source, most mem-
bers of an electronic community will never see each other . . . . Online, people 
link together in widely dispersed locales, exchange information, share new 
ideas, and transact any number of pursuit. Virtual networking provides a 
flexible means for creating diffusion structures to serve given purposes, 
expanding their membership, extending them geographically and disbanding 
them when they have outlived their usefulness” (p. 292). This description 
could easily describe terrorists’ websites as well as Twitter and other Internet 
sources where propaganda may be prevalent.

The whole notion of consequences of behavior as a factor in persuasion 
is still under consideration. Ward Edwards (1954) developed the subjective 
expected utility model that suggests when faced with behavior choices, 
people tend to choose the alternative that has the highest expected utility, 
thus acting in their own interests. Gerald Miller, in the afterword to 
Cushman and McPhee’s (1980, p. 326) work on message-attitude-behavior 
relationships, suggested that people have expectations related to their behav-
iors and that they may influence reception of related messages. Furthermore, 
Miller indicated that people may behave according to perceived rewards and 
punishments for carrying out the behavior. People may not have supportive 
attitudes but will behave according to perceived consequences.

Marwell and Schmitt (1967) developed a list of strategies that focus on 
outcome, rather than on the content of the messages used in their study. They 
developed 16 “compliance-gaining” strategies with both positive and negative 
consequences, including reward, punishment, debts, altruism, and conformity. 
Wheeless, Barraclough, and Stewart (1983) concluded in their review of 
compliance-gaining literature that inherent in a successful compliance-gaining 
attempt is the source’s power. Their definition of power is “the perceived bases 
of control that a person has over another person’s behavior that would not 
have otherwise occurred” (p. 120). Compliance-gaining can be a useful strat-
egy for propagandists. Perceptions of power vary with an individual’s sense of 
whether external forces are more controlling than internal strength.

A well-known compliance-gaining tactic is lowballing. This refers to get-
ting someone to agree to a very attractive transaction—a business deal or 
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sale—and then, on the basis of some excuse, changing the deal so that it costs 
more. For example, a new car may be advertised at $400 below blue book 
price. First, the salesperson lets the customer drive the car for a day before 
sealing the transaction. Next, the salesperson tells the customer that the price 
has to be higher because of the accessories on the car. By then, the customer 
has become committed to the purchase and rationalizes, “Well, what’s $600 
more when this is the car I like.”

Another aspect of research into behavior has been self-attribution 
research. When people believe that the cause of a given behavior is derived 
from an attitude, they will consequently adopt that attitude. Valins (1966) 
conducted an experiment in which he showed men slides of scantily clothed 
women. He told them that their physical reactions to the pictures were being 
measured. The men would hear a heartbeat each time they saw a slide, and 
each man was told it was his own heartbeat. The supposed heartbeat was 
manipulated by increasing or decreasing the rapidity of the beats. The men 
were asked to rate the slides. Predictably, they chose as the best pictures 
those that were accompanied by rapid heartbeats. People often use their 
perceived behavior to discover their attitudes.

Recruitment into the religious cult of the Unification Church of Korean 
Reverend Sun Myung Moon, otherwise known as “Moonies,” includes an invi-
tation to a free or inexpensive dinner or weekend retreat. Once there, the recruits 
find themselves in the company of 20 to 30 pleasant people, eating a delicious 
meal and enjoying festive dancing and singing. People are very affectionate and 
attentive. Zimbardo and Leippe (1991, p. 100) pointed out that once recruits 
find themselves acting like Moonies and enjoying it, they may infer from their 
behavior that they also like and endorse Moonie ideas. This self-attribution is 
reinforced by commitment behaviors, such as giving a small donation or con-
tributing some labor. Recruits may then think that because they are making a 
commitment, they have a positive attitude toward the cult and its beliefs.

Research continues on the relationship between attitude and behavior. As 
a result, a resurgence has occurred in the study of attitudes and their func-
tion. Attitude accessibility is an important area of research for developing a 
better understanding of cognition, memory, and incentives to behave 
(Roskos-Ewoldsen, 1996).

The Influence of the Media

The rather small number of scholars who devoted their careers to the study 
of the influence of the media in the 1940s and 1950s spawned several gen-
erations of followers. Today, several journals and annuals are devoted 
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exclusively to research on the mass media, plus the thousands of articles in 
other journals and shelves and shelves of books. Mass communication 
research has developed as a discipline in its own right. Several works have 
summarized much of this research (Bryant & Oliver, 2009; Cantor, 1998; 
Downing, McQuail, Schlesinger, & Wartella, 2004; Lowery & DeFleur, 
1995; MacBeth, 1996; McQuail, 2005, 2007, 2010; Weimann, 2000). 
McQuail (2005) distinguished between planned effects (propaganda) and 
unplanned effects (unintended). He regarded the mass media as essential to 
war propaganda “since they are the only channels guaranteed to reach the 
whole public” (p. 530).

While there is agreement that media has effects, there is disagreement on 
the nature of the effects. What follows are some highlights of this massive 
body of research.

Violence and the Media

After the turbulent 1960s, researchers turned their attention to investiga-
tions of media influence, especially in relation to violent behavior and other 
public concerns. In 1968, President Lyndon B. Johnson created the National 
Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence. Seven task forces and 
five investigative teams produced 15 volumes of reports. One of these reports, 
Violence and the Media, has become a landmark study in the question of 
media influence. After content analysis of television entertainment program-
ming and survey research on actual violence in America, the researchers 
concluded that violence not only was a predominant characteristic on televi-
sion but also was way out of proportion in comparison to actual violence in 
the real world (Lowery & DeFleur, 1995).

The Violence and the Media report was followed in 1969 by the Surgeon 
General’s Advisory Committee on Television and Social Behavior, which 
produced several volumes of studies conducted prior to and during the com-
mittee’s duration. The general conclusion of the researchers was that the 
viewing of violent entertainment increases the likelihood of subsequent 
aggressive behavior, but it should be noted that the evidence was derived 
from laboratory settings and surveys; thus, generalizability is uncertain. 
Grimes, Anderson, and Bergen (2008) in Media Violence and Aggression 
questioned causation, recognizing the complex makeup of individuals, 
including the psychologically unwell, who may respond to media violence.

Studies conducted by Albert Bandura and others by Leonard Berkowitz, 
both of whom had been testing children, adolescents, and young adults in 
laboratory settings for more than a decade, offered tempered conclusions. They 
were very careful to state that they made no claim to any situation outside the 
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laboratory. Berkowitz cited factors that could determine violent responses—
how aggressive the person is, how hostile the media make her or him, how 
much the person associates the story in film or television with situations in 
which she or he learned hostile behavior, and the intensity of the guilt or aggres-
sion anxiety or both aroused by exposure to the film (Berkowitz, Corwin, & 
Heironimus, 1963; Berkowitz & Rawlings, 1963). Bandura found that children 
under certain conditions were apt to reproduce aggressive action after observ-
ing adults exhibit novel and aggressive action on the screen (Bandura, 2002).  
A review (O’Donnell & Kable, 1982, pp. 210–211) of research concluded that 
sometimes media violence may be effective, with the attitude changes consisting 
more often of modifications than of conversions. With respect to behavior 
changes, it can be generalized that some types of depicted violence will have 
some types of effects on the aggression levels of some types of children, adoles-
cents, and young adults under some types of conditions. Bandura (2001) indi-
cated that “[t]elevision influence is best defined in terms of the content people 
watch rather than the sheer amount of television viewing” (p. 282).

Dubow and Miller (cited in MacBeth, 1996) reviewed the evidence on 
experimental studies in laboratory settings and concluded, “Findings in the 
laboratory enable us to conclude that television viewing can cause viewers 
to behave more aggressively. But these studies do not allow us to draw con-
clusions about the effects of television violence viewing in natural settings” 
(p. 121). Their review of observational studies of children in natural settings 
ended with the following:

Overall, the majority of observational studies suggest that the relation between 
TV violence viewing and the development of aggressive behavior is small com-
pared to the relation between other salient environmental variables (e.g., par-
enting practices) and child aggression. Nevertheless, the significant effect has 
been repeatedly replicated and is large enough to be considered socially sig-
nificant. In contrast, by adulthood, relations between violence viewing and 
aggressive behavior are rarely significant. (p. 122)

Dubow and Miller studied how aggression is learned, and they pointed 
out that children commit to memory scripts for behavior that are learned 
from observation and from their own behavior. They speculated that if a 
child has more violent scripts than nonviolent ones, she or he may access a 
violent script to use in a social interaction. They also recognized that other 
environmental, familial, and individual personality traits are potential con-
tributors to behavior as well.

One of the most interesting aspects of the experimental evidence concern-
ing the relationship between the media and behavior change is that people 
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tend to be influenced by film and television characters who they perceive to 
be similar to themselves. Berkowitz, McGuire, and others found that viewer 
identification is the central concept in the interpretation of film and televi-
sion effects. The extent to which viewers rated themselves as similar to par-
ticular characters influenced their reactions to aggressors in the media.

Cultivation Studies

Watching violence on television seems to have caused many Americans to 
be fearful, insecure, and dependent on authority, according to cultivation 
studies by George Gerbner and his associates (Gerbner, Gross, Signorelli, 
Morgan, & Jackson-Beeck, 1979). The most significant and recurring con-
clusion of their long-range study of heavy television viewing was that “one 
correlate of television viewing is a heightened and unequal sense of danger 
and risk in a mean and selfish world” (p. 194). The researchers thought this 
would lead people to demand protection and even welcome repression in the 
name of security. A study of students in junior and senior high schools 
revealed that those who were heavy viewers of crime shows were more likely 
to have anti–civil libertarian attitudes (Carlson, 1983). Potter (2003) cites a 
1996 study by Chiricos that found a correlation between reports of high-
profile crimes on American television news and a significant increase in 
public belief that crime and violence are the nation’s foremost problem. 
These studies indicate that television influences political learning and, in the 
case of televised violence, may produce an increasing dependence on the 
exercise of authoritarian power in society. Weimann (2000, pp. 247–277) 
cites several international studies that indicate that people in other nations 
form stereotypical perceptions of Americans and American cities based on 
exported U.S. media. Holbert and Tchernev (2013) discuss Gerbner’s con-
cept of “mainstreaming,” defined as a process by which media generates a 
common outlook and shared values due to heavy television viewing (p. 44). 
One general criticism of cultivation research is that it does not demonstrate 
causality between heavy television viewing and estimates of violence.

Prosocial Behaviors and Television

Other researchers have found that some television programming creates 
the learning of prosocial behaviors. Liebert, Neale, and Davidson (1973) 
found that children learned altruism, self-control, and generosity from televi-
sion viewing. Stein and Friedrich (1972) demonstrated that children learn 
prosocial behaviors such as cooperation, nurturing, and expressing feelings 
after watching such television programs as Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood.  
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A review of laboratory and field studies in Television and Behavior (Pearl, 
Bouthilet, & Lazar, 1982) showed that behaviors such as friendliness, coop-
eration, delay of gratification, and generosity could be enhanced by exposure 
to relevant television content. Bandura (in Bryant & Zillmann, 2002, p. 143) 
cites evidence that serials on television and radio have been positively 
applied to the most urgent global problems, such as family planning, wom-
en’s equality, environmental conservation, AIDS prevention, and a variety of 
beneficial life skills. Lowery and DeFleur (1988) stated that people learn 
from television and that it can no longer be regarded as mere entertainment: 
“It is a major source of observational learning for millions of people. In that 
role it may be one of the most important agencies of socialization in our 
society” (p. 384). Overall, media health campaigns have been successful, 
especially those that propose adoption (seat belts, mammograms, fruit and 
vegetable consumption) as opposed to those that propose cessation (smok-
ing, alcohol abuse, unprotected sex) (Perse, 2007, p. 477).

A new study published in Pediatrics (2013) found that by limiting pre-
school children’s exposure to violent television shows and increasing their 
time with educational programming that encouraged empathy reduced the 
children’s aggression toward others. Shows like My Friend Rabbit on NBC 
has themes such as loyalty and friendship and Nickelodeon’s Wonder Pets 
features cooperation (Louis, 2013, pp. 1–2).

The Agenda-Setting Function of the Media

One powerful feature of mass communication is its agenda-setting func-
tion, the ability of the news media to define the significant issues of the day. 
Early research on this concept began when Donald Shaw and Maxwell 
McCombs (1974) investigated what voters in North Carolina said were the 
key issues in the 1968 presidential campaign. They compared these data with 
the key issues presented in television news, newspapers, and news magazines 
and found a startlingly high relationship. The news media had not told the 
voters what to think, but they had told them what to think about. Agenda-
setting emphasized the gatekeeping aspect of the news. Numerous studies 
have been conducted in this area, yielding sufficient evidence to conclude 
that media gatekeepers formulate meaning—selecting, screening, interpret-
ing, emphasizing, and distorting information.

There have been more than 350 empirical studies conducted on the 
agenda-setting influence of the new media, including online newspapers, on 
the general public. They have dealt with not only political elections but also 
civil rights issues, energy, defense preparedness, pollution, and unemploy-
ment. In general, they tend to support the theory of agenda-setting. McCombs 
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and Reynolds point out that “journalists’ daily decisions do significantly 
influence their audience’s picture of the world” (in Bryant & Zillmann, 2002, 
p. 6). A meta-analysis of 90 agenda-setting studies (Wanta & Ghanem, 2007) 
indicated that the effects tend to be long-lasting and wide-ranging. However, 
as Allen and Preiss (2007) point out, “The impact is probably not universal 
and different audiences are affected differently. At the same time, the effect is 
not always negative. Positive, prosocial outcomes are evident, as well as per-
nicious ones” (p. 29).

Connected to agenda-setting is the subsequent process of priming. This is a 
process of transfer wherein the media prime people’s thoughts about an issue 
and then those thoughts are focused upon when evaluating a subsequent 
object, for example, a political candidate (Holbert & Tchernev, 2013,  
pp. 43–44). Priming may include extensive coverage of an issue, teasers, depic-
tions of violence, or judgments. D. R. Roskos-Ewoldsen, Klinger, and  
B. Roskos-Ewoldson (2007) did a meta-analysis of 63 studies concerning 
media violence and subsequent behavior. Their conclusion was that people 
with a high threshold for aggressive behavior were more likely to be influenced  
(pp. 71–72). Ruggiero (2000) sees the Internet as a boon to agenda-setting 
research because “communication on the Internet also leaves a trail that is eas-
ily traceable. . . . Content is readily observable, recorded, and copied. Participant 
demography and behaviors of consumption, choice, attention, reaction, and 
learning afford extraordinary research opportunities” (p. 28). Agenda-setting 
has been linked to the spiral of silence theory and to news framing.

The spiral of silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1991) describes people support-
ing popular opinions presented in the media and suppressing unpopular ones 
to avoid social isolation. Assumptions made by this theory are that (a) soci-
ety threatens deviant individuals with isolation, (b) individuals fear isolation 
continuously, (c) this fear of isolation causes people to assess the climate of 
opinion at all times, and (d) the results of this assessment affect behavior in 
public, especially the open expression or concealment of opinions. The more 
people remain silent, the more they feel that their point of view is not being 
expressed, and they continue to remain silent, losing confidence and with-
drawing from public debate. Although perceptions of dominant opinions are 
shaped by the media, critics of the spiral of silence point out that tolerance 
of deviant opinions differs from society to society. Indeed, dissent, if valued 
in a free society, makes social isolation unlikely.

Framing is about the presentation of issues in the news and the public’s 
perception of these issues. Framing research investigates how people think 
and talk about the issues in the news. News sources tend to frame issues as 
themes, that is, issues placed in general contexts, or as episodes, that is, issues 
as specific events. Political candidates frame issues to appeal to voters. 
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Advertising frames appeals to certain demographic audiences. Framing 
effects include changes in receivers’ judgments and socially shared principles 
that are persistent over time (Downing et al., 2004; Iyengar & Simon, 2007). 
How social movements are framed in the news may affect the mobilization 
of movements or result in public criticism of protesters and support of the 
status quo (Downing et al., 2004, p. 358). Frames define problems, diagnose 
causes, make moral judgments, and suggest remedies (O’Donnell, 2013).

Agenda-setting, spiral of silence, and news-framing theories focus on the 
media as instruments for the distribution or withholding of information, thus 
giving issues legitimacy and shaping public opinion. Sandra Ball-Rokeach’s 
dependency model (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976) explains why people are 
reliant on the media to set the agenda for public discussion. In a complex 
society with a proliferation of information, people rely on the media for 
information about that which they do not have immediate knowledge. An 
important premise of dependency theory, however, is that people do not use 
the media separately from other social influences in which they and the media 
exist. How people use and react to the media is influenced by their past learn-
ing about society, including what they learned from the media in the past, as 
well as what is happening in the present. Thus, a certain piece of media infor-
mation and subsequent conversations about it will have quite different con-
sequences for different people, depending on their previous experiences and 
social conditions at the moment. Because dependency theory encompasses the 
interactive nature of media, audience, and society, it is a more comprehensive 
theory than others that emphasize simple cause and effect. Dependency the-
ory also recognizes that more urban and industrialized societies have more 
dependency on the media and that as social change and conflict increase, so 
does public dependency on the media.

Dependency theory also accounts for media effects that can, in turn, affect 
society as well as the media. Ball-Rokeach delineated three types of effects: 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral. The cognitive effects are (a) ambiguity 
resolution, (b) attitude formation, (c) agenda-setting, (d) expansion of the belief 
system, and (e) value clarification. Affective effects are emotional responses to 
mediated information that can create strong feelings about parts of society and/
or desensitize people to violence because of excessive exposure. Behavioral 
effects may be initiating new behaviors or ceasing old ones. Any or all of these 
effects are likely to be felt only by people who depend on media information.

Uses and Gratifications Theory

Most mass communication theories focus on what the media do to the 
receiver, but uses and gratifications theory focuses on what the receiver does 
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with the media. The consumer of media is viewed as an active selector and 
goal-directed user of it. The assumption is that the user of media is respon-
sible for choosing media to meet psychological and sociological needs. Elihu 
Katz (cited in F. Williams, 1989) found in his research “overall patterns that 
suggest that individuals specify different media for fulfilling different kinds 
of needs” (p. 71). Human needs are the primary consideration of uses and 
gratifications studies and include the need to be diverted as well as informed. 
Katz viewed mass communication as “an elaborate system of cultural, social, 
and psychological ‘services’” (p. 71). After more than three decades of 
research on this theory, it has been codified with an understanding of atti-
tude formation based on a consumer’s expectancy of media and evaluation 
of it. One would therefore seek gratification of needs based on one’s expec-
tancies of the media content. As one’s needs get satisfied, expectations are 
intensified; thus, the effect is cyclical. One criticism of this type of research 
is the ambiguity surrounding the concept of need. A survey of cross-national 
studies found that four basic clusters of needs emerged: (a) self and personal 
identity, (b) social contact, (c) diversion and entertainment, and (d) informa-
tion and knowledge about the world (Roberts & Maccoby, 1985). Most 
needs can be fit into one of the reduced categories.

Links may exist between uses and gratifications and effects. Most research 
in this area centers on political campaigns, news, and wars. People tend to 
turn to the media for information and issue salience in these areas. 
Gratification, however, may weaken as well as strengthen media effects. 
People with strong motivation to gain information are not likely to shift 
their perception of the importance of issues in accordance with the agenda 
of the media they use.

Uses and Dependency Theory

Some researchers argue that dependency theory and uses and gratifica-
tions theory are not mutually exclusive, for although individuals make 
choices about using the media, the media influence individuals as well. 
Rubin and Windahl (1986) combined both approaches into what they called 
the uses and dependency model. This model shows societal systems and 
media systems interacting with audiences to create needs in individuals. The 
needs influence the individual to choose both media and nonmedia sources 
of gratification, which subsequently leads to dependencies on the sources. 
Effects are cognitive, affective, and behavioral, as in dependency theory, and 
the results are then fed back into the societal and media systems. Rubin and 
Windahl suggested that people will narrow the search for certain need fulfill-
ment to few media and will therefore be more susceptible to influence.  
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A businessperson, for example, may rely on one newspaper or one online 
business source for information, thus becoming dependent on it and more 
likely to adopt its views.

The Internet and Digital Innovations

The Internet is a global phenomenon and people all over the world use the 
Internet for various reasons. The Internet is an important tool for research 
and learning with huge databases. Information is received and exchanged in 
text, sound, and visual images. In addition to national news, the Internet gives 
access to global news sources, resulting in the decline of print newspapers. 
Meta-analyses of research concluded that Internet news sources have dis-
placed or supplemented traditional sources of news (Lin, 2001; Waldfogel, 
2002). Political organizations use the Internet to raise funds with enormous 
success and also to create awareness of strategies and policies. Search engines, 
such as Google, Bing, and others, provide access to multiple websites that 
have varying credibility. As McQuail (2005) pointed out, “It is still very 
uncertain what information needs are met by the Internet, and it suffers from 
uncertainty concerning reliability and lack of trust” (p. 532). Uses and grati-
fication studies indicate both positive and negative outcomes for Internet 
users for receiving cognitive stimulation and affective diversion (Lin, 2009,  
p. 573). In addition to providing information and entertainment, as we have 
seen in Chapter 1 of this book, the Internet has become an effective tool for 
propaganda, spreading disinformation, posting fake videos on Twitter, and 
showing footage of both governments and protestors rallies. Facebook, 
Twitter, and other social media sources have become important means of 
communication for social and political groups around the world.

McQuail (2010) listed the ways that digital media has potential conse-
quences that could undermine central elements of mass communication 
theory:

 • “The power of the communicator to persuade or inform selectively is much 
reduced by the inability to reach large, captive audiences and by the ready 
availability of alternative sources of ideas and knowledge.

 • Individuals are no longer restricted by their immediate social group and envi-
ronment and by the physical availability of a few media channels, controlled 
by authorities and other agencies. They can enter and belong to new groups 
and communities across space.

 • There is no longer any unitary “message system” to which people are routinely 
and consistently exposed, leading to stereotypes and the adoption of consen-
sual values.
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 • Individuals can “answer back” to figures of authority or remove themselves 
from contact. They can also participate actively in informational and opinion 
exchanges in the context of important social and political issues” (p. 545).

 • “The power of surveillance and registration of all communication uses and 
users greatly extends the central power of the state and its agencies, without 
much chance of redress or possibility of complaint” (p. 546).

Smartphones have changed the way people, especially young people, com-
municate. Texting has become the dominant way that American teenagers 
communicate, according to the Pew Internet Research Center. Of all forms 
of communication, including texting, cellphones, landlines, interpersonal, 
social network, instant messaging, and e-mail, teenagers use e-mail the least. 
One in four teenagers own smartphones, with ownership being the highest 
among older teenagers with no differences according to race, ethnicity, or 
income (Kerr, 2012). Texting was also the preferred method of communicat-
ing among young adults from the United States, Germany, and the United 
Kingdom. The reasons given were that texting is fast, immediate, convenient, 
cheap, and the way to maintain relationships (Porath, 2011). Another Pew 
Research study found that teenagers share more information about them-
selves on social networking sites, but that they take care to protect their 
privacy (Madden et al., 2013).

These and other changes due to technological advancement and its usage 
have become the basis for an increasing amount of research and potential 
new theories. However, as McQuail (2010) stated, “We still lack clear sup-
port in evidence for either the benefits or harm from new communication” 
(p. 546).

Limitations of Effects Research

It is generally accepted that the media do influence individuals but do so 
among and through a nexus of mediating factors and influences. The mass 
media are viewed as a powerful contributory agent but not the sole cause in 
the process of reinforcing existing conditions or bringing about change. 
Research on the effects of the mass media continues to thrive, but it has not 
become the united behavioral science envisioned by its pioneers. Lazarsfeld 
regarded mass communication research as “administrative research” in 
1941, suggesting that research be carried on in the service of some kind of 
administrative agency and defining it as social science research primarily 
concerned with effects. Although government-sponsored research yielded 
important findings about the effects of various media, it has not been as 
prevalent as marketing and advertising research. The broadcasting industry 
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regards research as vital to decision making. Meanwhile, other forms of 
research are taking hold. Empirical and experimental research has been 
criticized because research questions are often limited by laboratory meth-
ods and homogeneous subjects. Perse (2007) concluded after a meta-analysis 
of media effects that they are both positive and negative, significant and 
meaningful, but that new media technology might alter the process of  
media effects.

Finally, what Jesse Delia (1987) pointed out in his comprehensive history 
of communication research is still relevant today.

The received view constructed the history of communication research. . . [and] 
privileged a particular model of scientific practice . . . [which] has profoundly 
affected the assumptions defining the parameters of the field . . . [and] margin-
ated explorations of the relationship between culture and communication. . . .  
A deep tension was thus built into the mass communication field from its incep-
tion. It aimed to organize the whole scope of concern with the mass media 
under a single, encompassing umbrella, while its focus on scientific research 
placed historical and critical studies on the margin. (pp. 21, 71)

The dominant paradigm of effects resulting from the transfer of a message 
from a source to a receiver has been challenged, and questions related to the 
functions of cultural communication within the total process of society are 
now being asked.

Cultural Studies

Culture, defined as actual practices and customs, languages, beliefs, forms of 
representation, and a system of formal and informal rules that tell people 
how to behave most of the time, enables people to make sense of their world 
through a certain amount of shared meanings and recognition of differing 
meanings. Meaning lies in the power of a symbol to signify something and in 
the individual’s potential to derive meaning from the symbol. The individual 
is the necessary other to be provoked into making meaning possible. The 
relationship between the individual and a symbol is a complex one in which 
various elements interact and lead to an outcome that is dependent on culture 
and cultural practices. Consequently, there is the possibility of multiple mean-
ings, known as polysemy. An example of polysemy could be found when in 
August 2006, an exhibition of drawings opened in Tehran, Iran, titled, 
“Holocaust International Cartoon Contest.” Drawings of a vampire wearing 
a big Star of David drinking the blood of the Palestinians and an Israeli asleep 
with three Arab heads mounted to the wall above his bed were typical of the 
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200 cartoons on display. The curator, Seyed Maddoud Shojaei, explained his 
meaning: “It is not that we are against a specific religion; . . . we are against 
repression by the Israelis.” The meaning taken from the exhibition by Morris 
Motamed, the lone Jewish member of Iran’s Parliament, was quite different: 
“It was in line with anti-Semitism and aimed at insulting Jews.” Polysemy 
exists because various individuals incorporate their own experiences, life-
styles, values, and other cultural practices into their interpretations of a sym-
bol. People bring to their understanding of cultural artifacts (images, 
architecture, literature, etc.) other aspects of their culture that link the artifact 
to a recognizable context. This enables a person to make sense of an expres-
sion or a representation (O’Donnell, in Smith, Moriarty, Barbatsis, & Kenney, 
2005, pp. 521–538). For example, the American flag flying at half-staff means 
recognition of the death of a hero or a government official.

The most prominent ideas for the cultural study of communication initially 
came from Great Britain. Raymond Williams, a fellow of Jesus College, 
Cambridge, opposed the study of mass communication because he thought it 
limited studies to broadcasting and film exclusively and because it conceived 
of the audience as a mass. Rather, he proposed that communication be stud-
ied as a set of practices, conventions, and forms through which a shared 
culture is created, modified, and transformed. In his works (R. Williams, 
1958, 1961, 1966, 1973), he examined how culture reproduces and articu-
lates existing social structures and how media maintain industrial economic 
societies. Concerned with the working class, Williams talked about 18th-
century paintings that depicted beautiful land and domestic animals, for 
example, a painting that had a very young girl, obviously of the upper-class, 
dressed up in shepherd’s clothes watching the sheep grazing on a meadow. He 
asked, “Where are the real shepherds?” His point was that the workers upon 
whom the running of the estate depended were invisible. He believed that a 
work—any work—relates to the shared conditions of its time and the mean-
ings a work has when it is absorbed into the lives of its audience (O’Donnell, 
2007, pp. 151–152).

Another prominent British researcher is Stuart Hall, who began his work 
at the Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of 
Birmingham and continued it at the Open University in Milton Keynes, 
England, and University College London. Hall sees communication as 
encompassing a wide variety of cultural expression and ritual forms of 
everyday life. Fundamental to Hall’s (1977, 1980, 1984, 1997, 2013) work 
is the encoding process or message formulation in the media, together with 
social and economic conditions that explain why and how viewers decode 
messages in a variety of ways. Hall said that a message “hails” a person as 
if it were hailing a taxi. To answer, the person must recognize that it is she 
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or he, and not someone else, being hailed. To respond to the hail, the person 
recognizes the social position that has been constructed by the message, and 
if the response is cooperative, the position has been adopted. Thus, media 
users may be hailed as conformists or sexists or patriots. If the viewers 
accept the position of the program, then they constitute themselves as sub-
jects in an ideological definition that the program proposes.

There are essentially three social positions—dominant, oppositional, and 
negotiated—although Hall speculated there could be multiple positions. The 
dominant position is produced by a viewer who accepts the dominant ideol-
ogy in the media. The oppositional position is direct opposition to the 
dominant ideology in the media or acceptance of an oppositional point of 
view. The negotiated position is produced by viewers who fit into the domi-
nant ideology but need to resist certain elements of it. Negotiated positions 
are popular with various social groups who question their relationship to the 
dominant ideology. For example, events such as social movements and cul-
tural differences reveal different social positions. The U.S. Supreme Court on 
June 26, 2013, struck down the Defense of Marriage Act by a 5 to 4 deci-
sion. As a result, federal benefits such as Social Security, immigration rights, 
and family leave, are allowed to same-sex married couples. However, 
because the Supreme Court’s decision does not offer a national constitu-
tional right to same-sex marriage, only gay couples living in states where 
their unions are legal are eligible for federal benefits. Thus, the dominant 
position is that legally married couples in states that allow same-sex mar-
riage can enjoy the benefits. Supporters rallied in support of the decision 
saying that “these are relationships that are worthy of equal respect.” Same-
sex couples living in states that oppose their marriages will not receive the 
benefits. The oppositional position, then, in those states that prevent same-
sex married couples from receiving federal benefits prevails. Opponents of 
gay marriage vowed to fight on to maintain that prohibition in their states 
(Williams & McClam, 2013). A negotiated position could result in a federal 
action to allow benefits to all citizens because of constitutional equality, but 
because of the complexity of federal and states rights legality, a different 
negotiated outcome could occur.

Cultural studies are concerned with culture in relation to issues of power: 
Power relations, whether driven by economics, politics, ethnicity, gender, or 
other forms of social discrimination, determine who is and is not represented 
and what issues are or are not important. A power-related term is hegemony, 
the power or dominance that one group holds over another. A person or 
group may prefer the dominant position and thus become the subject within 
the cultural hegemony. However, if a person or group resists the dominant 
meaning, then she, he, or it has the power to oppose it and find a meaning 
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contradictory to the intended one. When people have some control over the 
production of meaning, they are likely to experience pleasure because they 
have maintained their own social identity even when they resist the intended 
meaning of a message or representation.

Cultural analysts investigate the production and exchange of meaning 
between a representation and its recipient, recognizing that many meanings 
can be made by different viewers. Cultural analysts may examine audience 
decoding through ethnographic methods, using in-depth interviews, often 
over time, to determine how people actively use media to make sense of social 
experience and of themselves. Cultural critics also work in a manner similar 
to literary critics, but their texts are the mediated messages of television, 
newspapers, films, and the Internet, as well as the behavior of people as it has 
been shaped by the media. They “read” the “text” to construct its meaning.

Essentially, cultural studies are concerned with the generation and circula-
tion of meanings in societies. James W. Carey (1988) said the sources of 
cultural meanings are in “construable signs and symbols . . . embedded in 
things; some relatively durable such as artifacts and practices, some rela-
tively transitory like fashions and follies” (p. 11). In a later work, Carey 
(1989) stressed that human needs and motives must be studied within the 
context of history and culture. John Fiske (1987) saw television as “a bearer/
provoker of meanings and pleasures” (p. 1) and thus as a cultural agent. The 
view of media as a cultural agent, as well as the construction of meaning by 
the users of the media, tries to understand human behavior rather than to 
explain it. Rather than attempt to predict human behavior as social scientists 
do, cultural analysts attempt to diagnose human meanings.

Chris Barker, in his book Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice (2008), 
discusses cultural theory in light of digital media. He says that digital media 
enables “cultural representations to be endlessly and cheaply reproduced 
without loss of quality” (p. 347). Digital media allows interaction wherein 
users can add their own content to other sites like Wikipedia; YouTube 
enables people to make and distribute videos on the Internet; and blogging 
not only allows for producing personal comment, but it also creates net-
works among various bloggers. Blogging, according to Barker, “helps activ-
ists to find each other and link up on a global scale (p. 353). Websites can 
mobilize people to political action, and any point of view may be heard. 
Cyberspace allows for the articulation of social struggles and allows for “a 
broader range of issues and persons than more traditional discourses and 
institutions” (p. 353).

Jeff Lewis (2008) maintained that there are many forms of culture, for 
example, national culture, family culture, and television culture. Add to  
this list religious culture, community culture, and global culture. We believe 
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that the student of propaganda needs to be conversant with both social sci-
ence and cultural studies. Our model of the process of propaganda in 
Chapter 8 represents a broad conceptualization based on both approaches. 
The nature of research in propaganda and persuasion is and always has 
been interdisciplinary.

Collective Memory Studies

Another area of interdisciplinary academic study that has elements of culture 
and propaganda is collective memory, defined as “the ways group, institu-
tional, and cultural recollections of the past shape people’s actions in the 
present” (Schudson, 1992, p. 65). As James E. Young (1993) describes it, 
“History is what happened; memory is the recollection that binds what hap-
pened to ourselves in the present” (p. 116). Michael Kammen (1993) listed 
three categories of collective memory: 

First, those memories, legends, and traditions that are truly venerable [and 
have become] time-sanctioned myths. Second, those memories, legends, and 
traditions whose origins are sufficiently recent to be accessible and therefore 
exposed by iconoclastic historians we tend to regard more suspiciously as 
self-serving rationalizations that sustain the political or economic superiority 
of one group or the value system of another. And, third, those memories and 
traditions so new in origin that the banality of their invocation is manifest we 
dismiss as mere nostalgia, as the exploitation of heritage, or as the utilization 
of utterly contrived myths. (p. 4)

In America, the first category includes presidents’ birthday holidays, the 
Fourth of July, Veterans Day, Memorial Day, presidential and leaders’ monu-
ments, and documents such as the Declaration of Independence and the 
Constitution. The second category includes some that are under suspicion 
such as Columbus Day, Civil War–era plantation life and representations of 
African Americans in the South, and battles with Native Americans, such as 
the Big Horn, formerly “Custer,” Battlefield. The third may include popular 
collective memories of singers such as Elvis Presley or the Beatles. The preva-
lence of media culture provides instant collective memories, most often as 
images witnessed by millions of viewers. The Kennedy funeral, the explosion 
of the space shuttle Challenger, and the destruction of the Twin Towers on 
9/11/2001 are examples of “firsthand” reactions from the public. We saw 
these images as if we were seeing them firsthand because television made 
physical presence unnecessary for witnessing.

Collective memory is formed by folklore, holidays, stories, songs,  
rituals, ceremonies, museum displays, monuments, paintings, cartoons, films, 
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television programs, and Internet images and texts. We have “a desire to 
connect to history,” wrote George Lipsitz, “the impulse to pose present prob-
lems in historical terms, and the assertion of a temporal and social reality 
beyond one’s immediate experience” (1990, p. 36). The past is preserved in 
our consciousness and remains alive and present in perpetuity (Riegl, 2008, 
p. 130). Andre Malraux said, “What we choose to remember in stone tells 
us who we are, or want to be” (Wills, 1997, p. 21). A monument may be less 
a tribute to the past than it is an assumption of responsibility to continue or 
complete in the future what the honored person or persons worked at in 
their lives. Stephen Browne, in his review essay of four collective memory 
texts (1995), cites John Bodnar’s book Remaking America on meaning in 
commemoration: “Citizens drew upon the past and the present to invest 
public commemorations and memorials in America with meaning. This pub-
lic expression of memory was entirely dependent upon a process of symbolic 
communication that simultaneously allowed for a diversity of expression 
and privileged some expressions over others” (p. 244).

Often white propaganda, collective memory is used to promote patriotism 
and nationalism. Monuments and memorials reflect nations’ ideologies, their 
beliefs, values, and attitudes. In Washington, D.C., the memorials to Washington, 
Jefferson, Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Martin Luther King (see Figure 
4.6) symbolize that the history of the United States is based on the efforts of 
great individual leaders, and the strength of our country, which we believe and 
hope is as indestructible today as the monuments that represent its past. The 
war memorials to World War II (Figure 4.1), the Korean War (Figure 4.2), and 
the Vietnam War (Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8) evoke a sense of honor, sadness, 
and closure rather than a celebration of victory, expressing a reluctance to go 
to war unless necessary. Former President Clinton recognized the importance 
of a monument to the past as an influence on the present when he spoke at the 
World War II memorial on Veterans Day, 1995:

Let me urge all of us to summon the spirit that joined the generation that 
stood together and cared for one another. The ideas they fought for are now 
ours to sustain. The dreams they defended are now ours to guarantee. . . . Let 
us remember their example. Let us live our motto, E pluribus Unum—from 
one to many. Let us grow strong together, not be divided and weakened. 
(Biesecker, 2008, p. 158)

Collective memory attempts to remake something of the past into mate-
rial with contemporary resonance. The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 
Europe, unveiled in Berlin, Germany, on May 10, 2005, is a mammoth group 
of 2,711 steles, carved stone slabs, in heights ranging from 2 to 15 feet high, 
in a huge field the size of two football stadiums. They appear like “a rippling 
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tide of floating gravestones that are at once a public appeal for redemption 
and a stunning vision of abstract architecture that forces remembrance” 
(Fleishman, 2005, p. A3). The abstract space is said to symbolize tragedy 
(Rothstein, 2009). The memorial’s architect, Peter Eisenman, said that the 
intent of his design was to “establish a permanent memory so future genera-
tions would study and debate the atrocities of the Third Reich. . . . [He 
wanted] to articulate how Jews felt trapped by a Nazi regime that permeated 
a continent” (Fleishman, 2005, p. A3). Timothy Garton Ash, professor of 
European Studies at Oxford University, said, “Tuesday’s opening of the 
Holocaust memorial in the heart of Berlin spoke for the great majority of 

Figure 4.1  The National World War II Memorial on the National 
Mall consists of 56 pillars that are 7 feet tall, 
surrounding a plaza and fountain. Each pillar is 
inscribed with the name of the 48 states plus the District 
of Columbia, the Alaska Territory, Territory of Hawaii, 
the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Guam, Samoa, and the 
Virgin Islands. Two arches represent the Atlantic and the 
Pacific. A Freedom Wall has 4,048 Gold Stars, one for 
each 100 Americans who died.

SOURCE: Photo courtesy of Lipton sale. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Wwiimemorial.jpg)
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today’s Germans. They are struggling to find a just balance between a sense 
of collective historical responsibility for Nazism and a proper respect for the 
sufferings of their own compatriots” (Ash, 2005).

In the summer of 2011, a memorial serpentine wall was erected on 
Bainbridge Island, Washington, as a reminder of the 1942 removal of 
Japanese Americans living near military installations. The Bainbridge Island 
Japanese American Exclusion Memorial contains the names of 277 Japanese 
Americans who were forcibly removed from their homes and taken to the 
Manzanar relocation camp in the California desert. In all, 120,000 Japanese 
Americans were incarcerated in camps and detention centers after the 
 bombing of Pearl Harbor. The mission of the wall is “Let it not happen 

Figure 4.2  The Korean War Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. 
This memorial to the “forgotten war” opened on July 
27, 1995, the 42nd anniversary of the armistice that 
ended the Korean War. Frank Gaylord was the principal 
sculptor with the mural done by Louis Nelson. This is a 
realistic representation of the soldiers who fought in the 
“hot” war of the Cold War. (Note the Lincoln Memorial 
in the upper right-hand corner of the photograph.)
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again,” and other sites with this theme are opening elsewhere. The Heart 
Mountain Interpretive Learning Center in Wyoming where 14,000 Japanese 
Americans were confined during World War II also opened in 2011. These 
collective memory sites recognize what are considered mistakes of the past 
and remind us to have compassion in the present for groups of people. Frank 
Kitamoto, who was 2 years old when he and his family were removed from 
Bainbridge Island, said, when he visited the memorial wall, that while he was 
forgiving, “the discrimination against Muslims after the Sept. 11 terrorist 
attacks had reignited his fears. ‘What is happening to Muslims is very similar 
to what happened to us’” (Seelye, 2011, p. 4).

After 42 years of debate and more than 500 rejected plans, the Franklin D. 
Roosevelt memorial opened on May 2, 1997, in West Potomac Park between 
the Tidal Basin and the Potomac River, occupying 7½ acres. The memorial 
includes granite walls, 21 engraved quotations, gardens, pools, and 9 sculp-
tures by distinguished American artists. Four separate areas represent each one 
of Roosevelt’s four terms of office. Prominent in the third room is the statue 

Figure 4.3  Franklin D. Roosevelt sitting on his wheelchair alongside his 
dog Fala.
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of F.D.R. wearing his signature long cape and seated in a wheelchair with his 
dog Fala (Figure 4.3) nearby. There was a controversy over whether to depict 
Roosevelt in a wheelchair because he had tried to hide the fact that he was 
crippled during his presidency. There is, however, a replica of his wheelchair in 
the entry building to the memorial. A statue of Eleanor Roosevelt in the fourth 
room commemorates the First Lady as a United Nations delegate and cham-
pion for human rights. This is the first time that a representation of a First 

Figure 4.4  A sculpture of a man listening to a fireside chat from 
President Roosevelt.
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Figure 4.5  Sculpture of people waiting in line for bread during the 
Great Depression.

Lady has been installed in a presidential memorial. The second room contains 
sculptural groups—a Depression bread line (Figure 4.9), an Appalachian farm 
couple, and a man listening to a fireside chat on the radio (Figure 4.8). A quo-
tation from Roosevelt’s 1937 Second Inaugural address and New Deal social 
and economic programs are depicted on bronze panels. The statues of the 
president, Fala, and the First Lady attempt to recreate realistic images of the 
actual people they portray, whereas the sculpture of the people in the bread 
line, the farm couple, and the man listening to the radio represent a nation in 
the throes of an economic depression or a world war. The message is that 
F.D.R. and the government must be responsive to human needs and that 
human wants and human rights must be addressed.

Collective memory presumes that we share similar emotions or feelings, 
but sometimes those emotions and feelings differ, and we contest them. The 
symbolic Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C., was not univer-
sally supported by veterans’ groups because some felt it signified defeat, 
thus a more traditional memorial of statues of soldiers was erected opposite 
the wall as was a representative statue of three nurses to recognize the 
women’s role in the war. Barbie Zelizer asserted that public memory 
involves more than simply recalling the past; as a frequently content form 
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Figure 4.6  The Martin Luther King monument on the Mall in the 
nation’s capital opened on August 28, 2011, the 48th 
anniversary of the March on Washington, D.C. It 
occupies four acres where visitors pass through a huge 
granite mountain, “The Mountain of Despair,” into an 
area where a sculpture of King, “the Stone of Hope,” 
stands. Two granite slabs have excerpts from King’s 
speeches.
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Figure 4.7  A portion of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 
Washington, D.C. The “wall” with the names of 58,209 
men and women who died or were missing in action 
inscribed on black granite was designed by Maya Ying 
Lin and dedicated on November 13, 1982. Because the 
wall slopes downward into the point of its “V” shape, 
some thought it symbolized defeat. Most people, 
however, found its symbolism an important expression 
of sadness and loss that helped bring closure to a war 
that generated such cultural controversy. Another 
memorial, Frederick Hart’s representative sculpture of 
three male infantrymen in Vietnam, was authorized by 
Congress and erected in 1984. This sculpture 
represented the more conventional form of memorial 
and helped placate those who objected to the “wall.”

of discourse, public memory reflects issues of “power and authority” as 
competing groups struggle to create and present a particular understanding 
of the past (1995, p. 214).

Collective memory based on visual images tends to stabilize our memory 
because the visual assists the recall of the past. Visual artifacts of collective 
memory can be either symbolic or representative. Images of the somber 
Abraham Lincoln in his chair at the Lincoln Memorial, a representative 
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Figure 4.8  Diane Evans, an Army nurse during the Vietnam War, 
campaigned for 10 years to have a monument built to 
honor the women who served in the military. The 
Vietnam Women’s Memorial is a sculpture by Glenna 
Goodacre that depicts three American nurses and a 
wounded soldier. One of the women cradles the soldier’s 
head; one is kneeling; while the other, an African 
American, looks into the distance as if for help. The 
statue stands about 300 feet from the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial.
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memorial, or the sloping black granite or the Vietnam Memorial, a symbolic 
memorial, remain in our mind’s eyes. The Budapest monument to the 1956 
Hungarian (Figure 4.10) uprising has a ragged, scarred edge coming down 

Figure 4.9a and On September 11, 2011, The National September 11
Figure 4.9b     Memorial opened as a “national tribute of remembrance 

and honor to the men, women, and children killed in the 
terror attacks of September 11, 2001, and February 26, 
1993.” Two square, deep memorial pools are set in the 
footprints of the original Twin Towers of the World 
Trade Center. The names of 2,983 people are on 76 
bronze plates attached to the parapet walls that form the 
edges of the pools surrounded by falling water. The 
names are of the people who were in the Twin Towers, 
the first responders, those who were killed in Shanksville, 
Pennsylvania, and in the Pentagon, the passengers on the 
four American Airlines planes, and the six people killed 
in 1993. The pools are surrounded by a forest of oak 
trees and are in the shadow of the new 104-story World 
Trade Center Tower One.
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from the top beneath its eternal flame. It appears to honor the courage of 
those who fought for freedom and failed. Central to understanding the sym-
bolic monument is the encoding/decoding process.

The National September 11 Memorial (Figure 4.9a and Figure 4.9b) is 
also symbolic. Waterfalls that go into a void that never fill up symbolize a 
continuous sense of absence, said Michael Arad, the designer, “They never 
fill up, they always remain empty (Associated Press, 2010b, p. A3). The 9/11 
Museum, scheduled to open in 2014, is behind the pools and will contain 
mangled beams and other parts of the original World Trade Center towers, 
a fire engine and fire department flag, and stairs that symbolize the stairs 
that survivors came down from high above in the Twin Towers. Alice M. 
Greenwald, the 9/11 museum director, said she wants people to find meaning 
in the museum (New York Times, 2013).

Collective memory displays can also be gray or even black propaganda. 
The 19th-century poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow took a number of 
traditions and transformed them into poetic narratives that millions mis-
took for history. One of these was “Paul Revere’s Ride,” which gave 
Revere, a silversmith, a unique prominence, for he was just one of three 
messengers who warned the patriots that the British Army was imminent. 
The other two messengers are unknown today, but the poem, written 
more than 40 years after Revere’s death, was meant to inspire and lift 
patriotic spirits and has been memorized by millions of American school 
children. For a long time, even historians of the American Revolution as 
well as textbook authors relied almost entirely on Longfellow’s poem as 
historical evidence, creating substantial misconceptions in the minds of 
the American people.

Collective memory is also susceptible to change over time. Consider the 
case of the horse Comanche, the only survivor of the U.S. Cavalry in the 
Battle of the Little Bighorn. After his death, Comanche was stuffed and put 
on display in various places but ended up at the University of Kansas 
Natural History Museum with a placard that said, “The only surviving 
horse of the Custer massacre.” Until several Native Americans protested, no 
one gave any thought to the fact that many Indian horses as well as Indians 
survived because they had been victorious at the battle. The placard was 
removed, and in its place is a long text that says, in part,

The horse stands as a symbol of the conflict between the United States Army 
and the Indian tribes of the Great Plains that resulted from the government’s 
policy of confinement of Indians on reservations and extermination of those 
Indians who refused to be confined. (Hall, 1997, pp. 212–213)
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Thus the collective memory of General George Armstrong Custer’s defeat 
as a “massacre” was changed, at least in the case of the horse display at the 
university, to a memory of maltreatment of American Plains Indians.

There is also such a thing as collective amnesia when a memory is forgot-
ten, erased, or changed. There is the substitution of one collective memory for 

Figure 4.10  The memorial honoring the Freedom Fighters in the 
1956 uprising in Budapest. One has to know about the 
tragedy of the event to encode the monument.
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another. The Project for Rewriting History in the former Soviet Union has 
rehabilitated the reputations of leaders once purged by Stalin, and Russian 
history in general has been rewritten. Kammen points out, “For seven solid 
decades, control over collective memory in the Soviet Union became absolute, 
regulated relentlessly as a matter of ideological policy by the state and the 
Communist Party. For years important Soviet figures such as Leon Trotsky, 
Grigory Y. Zinoviev, Nikolai I. Bukharin (a Lenin loyalist and party theoreti-
cian), and Nikita S. Khrushchev had simply been ignored” (Kammen, 1993, 
p. 698). On November 1, 1987, Mikhail S. Gorbachev gave a speech in which 
he declared that Stalin had been guilty of “enormous and unforgiveable 
crimes,” praised Bukharin and Khrushchev, and exclaimed that the Soviet 
Union could take control of its future only if it came to terms with the past. 
Subsequently, all secondary school examinations in history were cancelled in 
May 1998 until textbooks could be rewritten and published with Gorbachev’s 
new guidelines. Kammen believes that the penchant for collective amnesia is 
great in the United States. He cites the period following the Civil War when 
attempts were made to heal the wounds of sectional animosity: “Amnesia is 
more likely to be induced by a desire for reconciliation” (p. 13). He said, 
“Memory is more likely to be activated by contestation, and amnesia is more 
likely to be induced by the desire for reconciliation” (p. 13).

Finally, there exists a counter collective memory, which is a critique of 
memory-places, a skepticism of a memorial’s traditional function. Young 
(1993) wrote that a “countermonument thus flouts any number of cherished 
memorial conventions: its aim is not to console but to provoke; not to remain 
fixed but to change; not to be everlasting but to disappear; not to be ignored 
by passersby but to demand interaction. . . . By defining itself in opposition to 
the traditional memorial’s task, the countermonument illustrates the possi-
bilities and limitations of all memorials” (p. 30). Young gives the example of 
a monument to Nazi soldiers in Hamburg, Germany, which survived the 
bombing in World War II. After the war, it was desecrated, but cleaned up 
when the government refused to tear it down. A countermonument was built 
in front of it, a roughly cast bronze with gaping holes through which one can 
see the Nazi monument behind it. Ragged sculpted figures sit leaning against 
the wall as counterpoint to the marching Nazi soldiers.

Collective memory has many forms and is not necessarily uniform, but it 
influences public life and thought. It can serve many ends—political, aesthetic, 
or spiritual—bringing together the discordant interests of diverse social 
groups, uniting them into the loyal support of an ideal position. It is an impor-
tant concept and practice that must be understood. As Zelizer (1995) pointed 
out, collective memory is partial because an event is never reproduced in its 
entirety, but rather what is “remembered” is what is useful in social, political, 
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and cultural ways. How we remember the Vietnam War is very much influ-
enced by films, such as Apocalypse Now, Coming Home, Full Metal Jacket, 
and certain photographs. Our collective memory of World War II has under-
gone some alteration because of Steven Spielberg’s film Saving Private Ryan 
and his television collaboration with Tom Hanks for The Pacific. The war in 
Iraq will be remembered by films such as The Hurt Locker. The Black Ops 
mission to kill Osama Bin Laden will be remember by films such as Zero Dark 
Thirty. We suggest that the connection of collective memory to propaganda 
may be significant and plays an important role in the study of propaganda.

Summary

Research on the nature and effects of propaganda flourished during the 
World War II years. After the war, research moved into communication 
studies of effects. Research questions were concerned with the variables of 
communication interaction, especially with regard to attitudes and attitude 
change. Later, attempts were made to predict behavior and behavior change. 
With regard to the focus of the book, it would be useful to have a catalog 
of practices relevant to propaganda that produce effects, but it is not pos-
sible to develop such a catalog. The most pertinent conclusion that one can 
draw after such a review of 92 years of research is that individual differ-
ences and contexts determine the nature of effects. It is also important to 
pay attention to the historical and cultural contexts in which propaganda 
and persuasion occur and especially to recognize that people construct dif-
ferent cultural meanings according to their social experiences. Cultural 
studies are means to understanding human meaning and reaction. Collective 
memory can be a propaganda practice to influence the present with refer-
ences to the past.

Generalizations About Propaganda and Persuasion Effects

When we attempt to make generalizations, we are confronted by the ever-
changing nature of what is under study. The media undergo continuous 
changes, and those changes are primarily related to technology. The Internet 
constructs and transforms meanings as well as reconfiguring boundaries. 
Social, political, and cultural changes in society are not only continuous but 
also dramatic, as we have witnessed in the aftermath of the fall of commu-
nism in Europe, the breakup of the former Soviet Union, the terrorists’ 
attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, and the revolutionary 
movements in the Middle East known as the Arab Spring. What may be a 
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valid generalization today may become obsolete a short time later. 
Nevertheless, a few generalizations can be made regarding propaganda and 
persuasion.

First, it seems safe to say that communication effects are the greatest when 
the message is in line with relevance, existing opinions, beliefs, and disposi-
tions of the receivers. Selectivity in the perception of messages is generally 
guided by preexisting interests and behavior patterns of the receivers. The 
result is that most messages are more likely to be supportive of, than discrep-
ant from, existing views. Furthermore, mass communication effects tend to 
take the form of reinforcement rather than change.

Second, when change does occur, it does so as the result of a multitude 
of factors, including the mass media, socially contextual conditions, group 
interaction, the presence and influence of opinion leaders, and the per-
ceived credibility of the source or sources of the message. Topics most 
likely to be influential are on unfamiliar, lightly felt, peripheral issues that 
do not matter much or are not tied to audience predispositions. Issues 
deeply rooted and based on values and past behavior patterns are not as 
likely to change. Ideas related to political loyalty, race, and religion tend to 
remain stable over time and resistant to influence. As John Naisbitt (1982) 
said in Megatrends, “When people really care about an issue, it doesn’t 
matter how much is spent to influence their vote; they will go with their 
beliefs. When an issue is inconsequential to the voters, buying their vote is 
a snap” (p. 191).

Third, the way we maintain consistency of attitudes and behaviors has an 
economical aspect that gives a propagandist the advantage. As Karlins and 
Abelson (1970) pointed out, a propagandist does not have to win people 
over on every issue to get their support. If the propagandist can get people 
to agree on one or two issues, then their opinion toward her or him may 
become favorable. Once that has happened, and the mention of the person’s 
name evokes a favorable response in the people, they may find themselves 
inventing reasons for agreeing with other issues advocated by her or him.

Fourth, people can appear to accept an idea publicly without private 
acceptance. Behavior can be guided by a system of rewards and punishments 
that do not require attitude change. Furthermore, public compliance will 
continue under conditions of surveillance by authority but not necessarily 
under conditions of nonsurveillance.

Finally, the greater the monopoly of the communication source over the 
receivers, the greater the effect in the direction favored by the source. 
Wherever a dominant definition of the situation is accompanied by a con-
sistent, repetitious, and unchallenged message, the influence of the message 
is greater.
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5
Propaganda and  

Psychological Warfare

Propaganda is an essential element in warfare, going back to the prebiblical 
period. During World War I, however, sophisticated techniques of propaganda 
eventually created negative attitudes in the 20th century toward both propa-
ganda and the potential dangers of mass media influence. In the interwar 
period, radio broadcasting became important and was increasingly used by 
European nations in the political conflicts that led up to World War II. 
Propaganda played a significant role in the rise of both communism and fas-
cism and reached a new level of scientific sophistication during the war. In the 
period after 1945, propaganda became a major weapon in the ideological 
struggle between East and West. With the end of the Cold War, propaganda 
activities on the international scene have continued but are now a much more 
complex mixture of political, religious, and economic ideologies.

The use of propaganda as an integral part of waging war has been a basic 
part of human history. War itself can be considered a violent means of 

attaining a specific objective, but there has always been a continuous flow of 
carefully directed propaganda messages that seek to bring about much the 
same result but in a nonviolent manner. In a book devoted to the subject, Paul 
M. A. Linebarger (1954) defined psychological warfare as “comprising the 
use of propaganda against an enemy, together with such other operational 
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measures of a military, economic, or political nature as may be required to 
supplement propaganda” (p. 40). Harold D. Lasswell (1951), a pioneer in 
propaganda studies, pointed out that psychological warfare is a recent name 
for an old idea about how to wage successful war: “The basic idea is that the 
best success in war is achieved by the destruction of the enemy’s will to resist, 
and with a minimum annihilation of fighting capacity” (p. 261).

By its very nature, the use of propaganda for such directed purposes com-
mences long before actual hostilities break out or war is declared. It also 
continues long after peace treaties have been signed and soldiers have gone 
back to their homes. It is a continuous process, shifting in emphasis as 
required. It is not hindered by the usual constraints of war, such as terrain, 
arms, or specific battles, but is free to float as only human minds can. The 
success or failure of these campaigns cannot always be immediately mea-
sured, and the results are often known only years later.

History is replete with recorded instances of psychological warfare. One 
of the best known is the biblical story of Gideon, who created panic in the 
numerically superior Midianite camp by equipping 300 of his men with a 
torch and trumpet each. Conventional warfare of the period called for 1 
such equipped soldier for every 100 men, and Gideon was therefore able to 
create the illusion of an army of more than 30,000. These 300 were strategi-
cally placed around the Midianite camp in the dead of night, and on com-
mand, they each revealed their torches while blowing on their trumpets. 
Thinking themselves under attack by a superior force, the enemy became 
confused and even attacked each other. Eventually, the Midianites gave up 
and fled the battlefield, with the Israelites in hot pursuit (the Bible, Book of 
Judges, chap. 7).

Other examples of the successful employment of psychological techniques 
used in warfare are Cortez’s use of horses as instruments of terror, as well as 
the exploitation of the Indian legends concerning the “Fair God” in his con-
quest of Mexico; the use of rockets by the ancient Chinese, not as weapons 
but to intimidate their enemies; the Boers’ use of commando units to attack 
the British far behind their own lines in South Africa during the Boer War and 
their anti-British appeal for sympathy on a worldwide scale; and the wide-
spread use of a variety of propaganda appeals from both sides during the 
American Revolution. The American colonists particularly delighted in point-
ing out the class distinctions between the British officers and their enlisted 
men. Even in so-called primitive cultures, the beating of drums before battle 
or the conjuring up of magic spells serves to unnerve the enemy. In the mod-
ern game of international rugby, the teams from New Zealand (the “All 
Blacks”) and Samoa perform a ritual dance known as the “Haka” before the 
match starts. This dance has its origins in ancient Polynesian culture and 
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consists of aggressive physical gestures, making ugly faces with protruding 
tongues, and loud vocal challenges, all aimed at intimidating the “enemy,” in 
this case the opposing teams. (It should be pointed out that throughout the 
world spectators at these international matches have come to respect and 
immensely enjoy this spectacle, and opposing teams are no longer surprised 
or intimidated.) Thus, the use of psychological techniques of persuasion for 
war propaganda purposes is not new, but the emergence of new forms of 
information dissemination, most notably through the emergence of electronic 
communications, supported by the developments in the understanding of 
human behavior, have greatly increased their application and intensity in the 
last hundred years.

The term psychological warfare is distinctively an American one; the 
British, with greater candor, refer to these activities as political warfare. 
Daniel Lerner (1951a, 1951b) noted that when we speak of psychological 
warfare, we are talking about the use of symbols to promote policies—that 
is, politics. Propaganda is, after all, a manipulation of the symbolic environ-
ment, and although it can be carried out independently of the physical envi-
ronment, it can also, under certain circumstances, be shaped by that 
environment. Thus, the development of new technologies of communication 
has altered the way propaganda is disseminated, but it would be wrong to 
suggest that old methods are automatically discarded in favor of new. A con-
siderable overlap of media usage continues, and total propaganda campaigns 
will encompass all available forms of communication, from the very effective 
oral tradition still widely used to the most sophisticated modern electronic 
systems. It is interesting to note that a new social medium, Twitter, essentially 
combines the oral traditional with the electronic means of dissemination. 
These are private, individualized messages, that can, nevertheless, be dis-
persed to literally millions of people at the same time.

Where there is a communication channel, there is also a potential propa-
ganda medium. An excellent example was the increased use of the technology 
of xerography in the latter part of the 20th century to copy large quantities of 
information for easy distribution. In the United States, copy machines were 
widely available to all who wished to use them; in the Soviet Union, however, 
until the collapse of the communist government, almost all copy machines 
were under the control of the state, and their use was thus limited. This did 
not stop Soviet dissidents from producing their material on such machines, but 
the policies of information control made what was in Western society the com-
mon copy machine an exotic and much valued propaganda tool in the Soviet 
Union. Even in the age of glasnost, very few such machines still were available 
for use by the average Soviet citizen. Since the collapse of the old Soviet Union, 
The Constitution of Russia guaranteed freedom of the press, and speech. 
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Nevertheless, there are still vestiges of the old system in the forms of Russian 
government control over civil society through selective implementation of the 
law, restriction, and censure (Human Rights Watch, 2009, p. 393).

In the face of ubiquitous new communication technologies, governments 
appear to be powerless to control the flow of information as they were able 
to do when communication media were much more restrictive. With a push 
of just a single button on a computer or a cellphone, pictures and text can 
be sent to millions of receivers throughout the world.

The public seems most familiar (and comfortable) with the use of propa-
ganda as a wartime activity, a notion that has contributed to the generally 
negative connotations associated with the term. In times of political conflict, 
propaganda becomes most manifest to the public as groups use it to achieve 
their goals. Propaganda of this sort must be viewed in its specific historical 
context, for without this context, such symbolic manipulations can later 
appear to be gross distortions of reality, racist, naive, and essentially silly. 
“Who would have believed that?” we exclaim, looking at wartime posters 
showing the Japanese soldier as a barbaric, apelike subhuman. The fact is 
that, within the historical context, such impressions were readily accepted as 
part of the mythology created by the reality of the conflict (e.g., the sneak 
attack on Pearl Harbor), and the collective public mentality that develops is 
eager to believe such stereotypes.

It is often strange to look back with nostalgia on historical artifacts of 
propaganda, such as wartime posters, leaflets, and especially motion pictures 
made during the conflict, for they dramatically reveal how context bound 
certain types of propaganda can be. We no longer think of the Germans or 
the Japanese as brutal, rapacious enemies, but these anachronistic artifacts 
remain. One only has to visit a website such as eBay or any other Internet site 
aimed at collectors of wartime memorabilia to see the enormous amount of 
reproduced material available for purchase that perpetuates these stereotypes. 
Hundreds of posters, created originally by some of the world’s greatest 
graphic artists to maintain public morale on the homefront during both 
World Wars, are now readily available for display as works of art. Hollywood 
in particular continues to produce films dealing with World War II, such as 
Saving Private Ryan (1998), The Thin Red Line (1998), Inglorious Basterds 
(2009), and Captain America: The First Avenger (2011), that show the enemy 
in a negative light. The German government has been particularly concerned 
with the showing of old war movies on American television, claiming that this 
practice continues to provide new generations of Americans with a distorted 
view of the current German character. This claim has a certain justification.

Countering the residual power of psychological warfare has proved to be 
a difficult problem. The German government has debated for decades how 
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much Nazi history to present to German schoolchildren and even to the gen-
eral public. Recent exhibitions of Nazi art and cultural artifacts have attracted 
large crowds in Germany because these have been a “hidden” part of official 
German history since 1945. Today in Germany, issues such as Holocaust 
denial or promotion of pro-Nazi ideology is still subject to harsh legal conse-
quences, including jail time. The Japanese have carefully rewritten their high 
school history textbooks to downplay their wartime activities or to cast them 
in a less horrific light. This revision has precipitated angry official reactions 
from other Asian nations, such as China and Korea, which want the youth of 
Japan constantly reminded of the “true” history of Japan’s Asian conquests. 
The reason for the unwillingness to let go of these potent propaganda images 
is that they have become part of the official history of nations. If one nation 
decides to change its image, then this causes an imbalance in the other 
nations. Thus, for the foreseeable future, Japan and Germany must always be 
reminded that they were the enemy in World War II. In December 1991, a 
series of events commemorating the 50th anniversary of the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor made this painfully obvious. President George H. W. Bush 
stated that the United States did not need to apologize for the dropping of the 
two atomic bombs on Japan, and the Japanese parliament, in turn, reacted by 
refusing to ratify a resolution calling for an apology for Japanese aggression 
during World War II (Weisman, 1991).

The use of atomic weapons on Japan in 1945 has increasingly been used 
in Japan to justify an image of Japan as the victim of atrocities far out-
weighing the attack on Pearl Harbor. Continued sensitivities surrounding 
the dropping of the atomic bombs were made very obvious in 1995, when 
the Smithsonian Institution attempted to mount a 50th-anniversary com-
memoration exhibition of the event. This exhibition, in keeping with the 
mission of the Smithsonian, examined all facets of the event, which included 
questioning both the necessity and the aftermath of dropping atomic bombs 
on Japan. This “revisionist” perspective so aroused members of Congress, 
veterans groups, the Pentagon, and significant segments of the public that 
the exhibition was canceled, and several senior officials of the Smithsonian 
resigned in protest. (For more information on the enormous lobbying and 
propaganda effort that resulted in this failed exhibition, see Martin Harwit’s 
book An Exhibit Denied: Lobbying the History of Enola Gay [1996]. 
Harwit was the then-director of the Smithsonian National Air and Space 
Museum.)

In the past two decades, we have been forced to deal with the ever-evolving 
image of the former USSR. Since the collapse of communism, the rest of the 
world has watched developments in the group of new states that emerged 
from the breakup of the old Soviet Union. Whereas throughout the Cold War, 
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the “communists” had proved to be a potent enemy in the propaganda war 
of words, the West no longer has a clear perspective of who this “enemy” now 
is. But the artifacts of the Cold War remain, and we still view old spy or war 
movies and read books that cast the communists as the protagonists. Even a 
movie such as Miracle on Ice (2004)—which tells the story of the ice hockey 
game in the 1980 Olympic Winter Games, in which a team of amateur and 
collegiate players from the United States beats the Soviet Union against near-
impossible odds on February 22, 1980, in Lake Placid, New York—is turned 
into an artifact of the Cold War. In recent years Russians, in the form of the 
“Russian Mafia,” have increasingly been portrayed as “the enemy” in various 
forms of popular culture such as video games, novels, and movies. In movies 
such as Little Odessa (1994), Eastern Promises (2007), Iron Man 2 (2010), 
and A Good Day To Die Hard (2013), the Russian Mafia is shown to be a 
vicious, unscrupulous, and dangerous enemy, and a threat to modern society. 
As in the case of Germany and Japan, it is impossible suddenly to destroy 60 
years of popular culture that used the tensions of this ideological conflict as 
a staple plot element for so many years.

World War I and the Fear of Propaganda

In the foreword to a book on the history of propaganda in World War I, 
Harold Lasswell (1938) noted the following:

There is little exaggeration in saying that the World War led to the discovery 
of propaganda by both the man in the street and the man in the study. The 
discovery was far more startling to the former than to the latter, because the 
man in the study had predecessors who had laid firm foundations for his 
efforts to understand propaganda. The layman had previously lived in a world 
where there was no common name for the deliberate forming of attitudes by 
the manipulation of words (and word substitutes). The scholar had a scientific 
inheritance which included the recognition of the place of propaganda in 
society. (p. v)

At the end of World War I, even scholars were surprised by the apparent 
power that propaganda had exhibited as the conflict raged over almost the 
entire planet. Nothing in previous historical experience had prepared them 
for the potent combination of the perfect social, political, and economic 
conditions with the newly established power of the mass media. By 1914, the 
nations involved in the war had made the mass media an important part of 
their social infrastructure, and this allowed propaganda activities to assume 
a role of greater significance than ever before.
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Each nation, with the exception of the Soviet Union (which is a special 
case that is examined later), was able to call on established systems of com-
munication, such as the press or motion pictures, as well as skills developed 
during peacetime, to aid in the propaganda effort. By 1914, advertising had 
developed into a highly sophisticated form of persuasion, as had the skill of 
press agentry, and both were put to good use in creating propaganda mes-
sages or in obtaining press coverage of specific events such as war bond 
rallies. Linebarger (1954) pointed out that the character of the indigenous 
communication systems dictated the way each nation approached the use of 
propaganda. Thus, the British, who had one of the world’s finest interna-
tional news-gathering and distribution systems in 1914, backed by a sophis-
ticated domestic “free” press and extensive experience in international 
communication for technical and commercial purposes through their owner-
ship of undersea cables, turned this background to excellent advantage. The 
Germans, in contrast, had a more regimented press system and a much more 
limited network of international telecommunication connections. The 
Americans, who only entered the war in late 1917, nevertheless used every 
available form of communication at hand. This included not only the enor-
mous power of the most extensive mass media system in the world but also 
the churches, the YMCA, Chautauqua groups, and the many private clubs 
and organizations found in such a polyglot society. The French, on whose 
ground the battles were being fought, used their professional skills at diplo-
macy to ensure that messages emanating from Paris received a very sympa-
thetic hearing. The result of all of this use of existing skills was a barrage of 
propaganda messages that assaulted the ears of civilians and soldiers at every 
turn. In no previous conflict had “words” been so important, reflecting as it 
did the fundamental change in the nature of war in an age of mass commu-
nication and mass production—the first global conflict of the emerging mass 
society. No longer did single battles decide wars; now, whole nations were 
pitted against other nations, requiring the cooperation of entire populations, 
both militarily and psychologically. One reason why the Russian army did 
not play a decisive role in World War I was the confusion and subsequent 
low morale of the population, which eventually became one direct cause of 
the Russian Revolution in 1917.

British Propaganda

The British took the lead in propaganda activities because they were forced 
to think seriously about such activities earlier than any of the other belliger-
ent powers. Britain took this action because, at the outbreak of war in August 
1914, only in Britain was there internal disagreement about entering the 
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conflict. Unlike the other major powers on the continent, Britain did not have 
universal conscription into the army, and thus the decision to mobilize its 
armed forces was more of a political one than in France or Germany. In 
Britain, the Liberal Party that had been in power since 1905 was predomi-
nantly antiwar, as was the opposition Labour Party, and pressure to remain 
neutral in what was seen as primarily an Austro-Hungarian dispute in south-
eastern Europe was widespread. The Germans unwittingly settled this inter-
nal dissension when they decided to invade Belgium while marching to attack 
France, for Belgium’s neutrality had been specifically guaranteed by the Great 
Powers, including Germany. The Germans miscalculated that the British 
would not go to war over a “mere scrap of paper,” but when Belgium actually 
resisted the “dreaded Huns,” the British became united in their resolve to 
defend “brave little Belgium.” By September 1915, more than 2,250,000 vol-
unteers had enlisted in the British army (Roetter, 1974). The circulation of 
atrocity stories coming out of Belgium signaled the first major propaganda 
salvo and had an immediate impact on British public sympathies.

The chief agency for developing this successful patriotic campaign in 
Britain was a private organization, the Central Committee for National 
Patriotic Associations, which was formed in late August 1914, immediately 
after the war started, with Prime Minister Herbert Asquith as the honorary 
president. This group organized lectures, patriotic clubs, and rallies in cities 
and counties and extended its influence into the far reaches of the British 
Empire to ensure no opposition to the war among the subjects of the king. 
(In Canada, as an example, many French Canadians had long opposed the 
British Crown, and they saw no reason to fight what was essentially in their 
eyes a British war.) Of special interest was the Neutral Countries Subcommittee, 
which used the direct personal approach to enlist sympathy and support from 
countries not in the war. Distinguished Britons lent their names to this enter-
prise, and as a result, acquaintances, colleagues, fellow workers, and business 
associates in neutral countries received a flood of propaganda materials. 
More than 250,000 pamphlets, booklets, and other publications were distrib-
uted in this manner between August 1914 and September 1918 (Bruntz, 
1938). Another important organization that was eventually appointed to 
coordinate all British propaganda activities after March 1918 was the War 
Aims Committee, founded in June 1917 and formed initially to combat paci-
fism in Britain. Enough Britons were still against all forms of armed conflict 
this late in the war to warrant such an organization.

The first official propaganda organization in Britain was the War 
Propaganda Bureau, which concerned itself initially with the distribution of 
printed materials inside neutral countries and eventually inside Germany 
itself, which it did through sympathizers using the mail from Holland and 
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Switzerland. When Lloyd George became prime minister in 1916, dissatis-
fied with British propaganda efforts and in an attempt to avoid what had 
become a very confused and decentralized situation, he reorganized the War 
Propaganda Bureau and created the Department of Information. This agency 
concentrated on enemy civilian psychological warfare outside Britain, 
whereas the National War Aims Committee dealt with propaganda efforts 
inside Britain.

The idea of mobilizing such a massive propaganda effort was so new that 
it had taken the relatively experienced British nearly 5 years to devise a 
workable system of propaganda management suitable for a great power at 
war. In the end, the British became quite adept at coordinating their efforts 
at external political warfare aimed at the enemy with the internal, morale-
building efforts of news propaganda. By the time of World War II in 1939, 
these lessons had been thoroughly learned.

German Propaganda

The Germans were never able to gain the same degree of control over 
their propaganda activities as the British, and in the end they had only lim-
ited success in making their political ambitions clear to important neutral 
countries such as the United States. Long after the war, many in Germany 
attributed their loss to the superiority of British propaganda; foremost 
among these was Adolf Hitler, who in his book Mein Kampf (1939) praised 
the British efforts and noted that the British had understood that propa-
ganda was so important that it had to be handled by professionals. This 
belief that Allied propaganda (American efforts were also lauded) had been 
a major contributor to Germany’s defeat became a part of the mythology of 
the Nazis, which held that the German army could not be defeated on the 
field and that only a “stab in the back” had betrayed the German people in 
1918. Thus, the enemy’s successful use of propaganda itself was used as a 
form of propaganda to make the German people wary of becoming compla-
cent and, therefore, susceptible to information from outside sources. The 
importance of propaganda as an extension of modern warfare was not lost 
on the fascist German leaders during the interwar period, as we shall exam-
ine later in this chapter.

Initial German international propaganda efforts were amateurish, con-
sisting mainly of using enlisted writers and scholars to explain why the 
Allies were responsible for starting the war. Unfortunately, they only suc-
ceeded in creating antagonism in the targeted countries with their arrogance 
in the face of the atrocity stories coming out of Belgium and France. The 
stodginess of the German military communiqués also failed to garner any 
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worldwide sympathy. Essentially, German propaganda lacked both organi-
zation and moral drive, and the Germans did not receive the cooperation 
from the international press for which they had hoped. The British Royal 
Navy dealt the German efforts a serious blow when, on August 15, 1914, it 
cut the undersea cable linking Germany and the United States. This action 
deprived the Germans of the means to communicate and effectively shut off 
attempts to make their position on the war clear to the neutral American 
population. Before transatlantic radio service could be established, the 
European Allies had already created the propaganda agenda for the 
American public, and stories of German atrocities in Belgium and elsewhere 
were being widely circulated.

For once, the vaunted German efficiency failed to operate, and the various 
German propaganda efforts were never really coordinated throughout the 
war. Even the German Foreign Office seemed to be unaware of the importance 

Figure 5.1  A poster that appeared a week after the passenger liner 
Lusitania was sunk by a German U-boat on May 7, 
1915, with a loss of 1,198 lives, 128 of them American.
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of trying to establish goodwill and support for the German cause. Roetter 
(1974) suggested that most of the German diplomats were so convinced of the 
“rightness” of Germany’s cause that they felt no need to justify it, and in any 
case, it was always arrogantly stated that “the War would be over by 
Christmas” (pp. 38–39). Eventually, the Foreign Office did establish a special 
department to deal with overseas propaganda, but the armed services offered 
virtually no cooperation. At the outbreak of the war, the army had only one 
officer in contact with the press. One of the most serious problems was the 
enormous amount of conflicting information sent out by the various civilian 
and military authorities, and this conflict became a major source of the inter-
nal struggle for political control of Germany as the war continued. As the 
military invariably won these arguments, it tended to underscore for both the 
German people and those overseas that Germany was essentially a military 
state. Most neutral countries found it very difficult to understand the German 
military argument that it had been forced to defend the decaying Hapsburg 
Empire by invading Belgium.

The Germans also made the mistake of being much too forthright in their 
use of German sympathizers in the United States to propagandize on their 
behalf. Germany had provided the second largest segment of the American 
immigrant stock, and a residual identification with the culture of “the old 
country” was still strong in many parts of the United States. The German 
government immediately attempted to flood these German American societ-
ies, or bunds, with propaganda materials, but they had failed to take into 
account the degree of “Americanization” that immigrants, especially those of 
the second and third generations, had undergone. Being proud of one’s 
German heritage did not necessarily mean becoming a propagandist for 
German military ambitions. In the long run, this tactic did not work and 
may, in fact, have been counterproductive in that it forced many Americans 
of German origin to become even more “pro-British” to avoid any hint of 
suspicion about their loyalties.

The greatest blow to any German propaganda effort in the United States 
was the “Zimmerman telegram incident.” Through a series of dramatic 
coincidences, the British had known the German naval codes since 1914. 
On the morning of January 16, 1917, the British intercepted a telegram 
from the German foreign minister Arthur Zimmerman to Count Johann-
Heinrich Bernstorff, the German ambassador in Washington, D.C. Bernstorff 
had recommended that unrestricted submarine warfare begin on all trans-
atlantic shipping on February 1 and also suggested that Germany make an 
alliance with Mexico if the United States intervened militarily. The British 
were not immediately sure how to handle this sensational propaganda 
opportunity without revealing that they had possession of the German 
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codes, but eventually, using “deflection” disinformation, they made it 
appear as if they had obtained the information from a Mexican source. The 
telegram was made available to Walter Page, the U.S. ambassador to Great 
Britain, and was published in the United States on March 1, 1917. 
Americans were incensed to discover that, in exchange for a promise to 
“invade” the United States, Germany was offering to return to Mexico the 
lost territories of Texas and Arizona (Taylor, 1990, pp. 167–169)! President 
Woodrow Wilson, who only 6 months before had won reelection with a 
campaign to “Keep America Out of the War,” had slowly been moving 
toward intervention before this incident, but he was able to use this star-
tling revelation to bypass the powerful anti-interventionist lobbyists in 
Congress. The combination of German actions and other factors—the 
Lusitania sinking, the unrestricted submarine warfare, the Bryce Commission 
Report, and the fact that the Allies were becoming more and more depen-
dent on American financial assistance—gave President Wilson more than 
enough reason to declare war on Germany on April 6, 1917. Philip Taylor 
(1990) noted that although there may have been some suspicion that the 
Zimmerman telegram was a British propaganda ploy, this was never 
exploited by the Germans, because on March 3, the foreign minister, “in an 
astonishing fit of stupidity,” himself confirmed that he had sent the telegram 
(p. 168).

The British also had a much more fundamental propaganda advantage in 
that the German propaganda efforts were only able to convey the fact that 
the war was being fought to avenge the country’s honor, whereas the British 
were able to make the war appear to be, as H. G. Wells put it, “the war to 
end all wars”—that is, the war that would defend humanity everywhere. 
Germany was never able to claim a moral position to compete with this 
platitude. What the Germans failed to learn in World War I, they studied and 
applied with a vengeance in World War II. Hitler did not really care what the 
rest of the world thought about his policies; he was mainly concerned with 
domestic propaganda success.

American Propaganda

American propaganda, which the Germans admired so much, was the 
work of two agencies. The civilian agency was the Committee on Public 
Information (CPI), which became known as the Creel Committee because of 
its chairman, George Creel, who had been a newspaper editor. The committee 
also had as members the secretary of state and the secretaries for the army 
and the navy. (An excellent history of the CPI is Vaughn, 1980.) The military 
agency was the Propaganda Section (or Psychologic Section) of the American 
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Expeditionary Forces, under Captain Heber Blakenhorn, also known as 
G-2D. The CPI had the advantage of having George Creel as its leader: Creel 
had the confidence of President Wilson and was therefore able to force a 
coordination of propaganda efforts with other civilian and military agencies. 
Creel, in his fascinating book about his wartime work, How We Advertised 

Figure 5.2  An anti-German poster showing a supposed atrocity. 
Note that the kaiser is depicted as approving of the 
nurse’s actions, thus linking him directly with such 
German atrocities.
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America (1920), saw the conflict as “the fight for the minds of men, for the 
‘conquest of their convictions,’ and the battle-line ran through every home in 
every country” (p. 3). His approach to the problem was to use a technique he 
thought Americans knew best—sales. He noted, “In all things, from first to 
last, without halt or change, it was a plain publicity proposition, a vast enter-
prise in salesmanship, the world’s greatest adventure in advertising” (p. 4). 
Operating with a wide mandate and with a relatively loose organizational 
structure, the CPI used every available means of communicating with the 
American public with an intensity never before devoted to a single issue in the 
United States. Creel congratulated himself on the fact that

there was no part of the great war machinery that we did not touch, no 
medium of appeal that we did not employ. The printed word, the spoken 
word, the motion picture, the telegraph, the cable, the wireless, the poster, the 
signboard—all these were used in our campaign to make our own people and 
other peoples understand the causes that compelled America to take arms. All 
that was fine and ardent in the civilian population came at our call until more 
than one hundred and fifty thousand men and women were devoting highly 
specialized abilities to the work of the Committee, as faithful and devoted in 
their service as though they wore the khaki. (p. 5)

The output of the CPI was intended mainly for domestic consumption, 
and as Creel stated above, the American public was subjected to an intense 
barrage of propaganda messages. Of particular interest was the use of the 
oral tradition in the form of the “Four-Minute Men,” volunteer speakers in 
local communities who would lecture on the war at a moment’s notice to 
any interested group wishing to acquaint itself with the facts. The growing 
American film industry was enlisted to make propaganda movies, and the 
CPI encouraged the showing of these in neutral countries; the fledgling radio 
medium was used to broadcast messages from the United States to the Eiffel 
Tower in Paris and, from there, to most of the neutral European countries. 
The CPI also had commissioners in every foreign neutral and Allied nation, 
whose job it was to disseminate daily news to the local press.

In the final assessment of the success of the CPI, we must be careful to 
distinguish between the immediate results and the long-term effects on 
American society. As an agency of psychological warfare, the CPI was 
extremely successful, and it created a war psychosis in the United States 
that went a long way in providing the moral and material support required 
by the armed services. After the war finally ended, however, and the 
Wilsonian concept of a war to “make the world safe for democracy” 
proved to be largely unfounded, the American public and especially the 
politicians began to question seriously both the tactics and the intensity of 
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the CPI’s propaganda activities. The boosterism mentality that accompa-
nied so much of the domestic activities of the CPI, when contrasted with 
the loss of so many American lives, especially in the face of disillusionment 
with the settlement of the war, left a bad taste in the mouths of Americans. 
In turn, this led to a justified suspicion of the power of organized propa-
ganda and ultimately encouraged the pacifist and isolationist tendencies 
that existed in the United States for the next 20 years. As Linebarger 
(1954) noted, “A more modest, more calculated national propaganda 
effort would have helped forestall those attitudes which, in turn, made 
World War II possible” (p. 68).

American military propaganda activities concentrated on morale and sur-
render leaflets because radio loudspeaker technology did not exceed the 
power of the megaphone by much at that time. Therefore, most communica-
tion with the enemy had to be in one of the most basic forms of all—the 
printed leaflet. The British and the French had pioneered in this form of 
propaganda, but the Americans developed some of their own inventions, and 
balloons and airplanes were the chief methods of dispersal, but later special 
leaflet bombs and mortars were also used very effectively. Messages in these 
leaflets were essentially antimilitaristic and prodemocratic, stressing the class 
differences between the German leaders and the enlisted men (the same tac-
tic used in the American Revolutionary War!) and reminding German sol-
diers that American industrial might had now entered the war. The primary 
mission was to induce an attitude of surrender, and here the Americans really 
excelled, for they were able to promise the half-starved German infantry 
first-class American food and care and return to loved ones, all under the 
rule of international law. It soon became obvious that food was the most 
popular subject of appeal, for this had become an obsession with the starv-
ing German soldiers and civilian population.

Instead of attacking these issues directly by countering the information in 
the leaflets, the German high command attacked the whole concept of such 
demoralizing propaganda as being unethical and stressed that German sol-
diers were expected to do their duty and would not be influenced by such 
messages. Of course, this tactic failed, and German soldiers surrendered in 
large numbers to the American and Allied forces in the last months of the 
war. Once again, the German army’s reluctance to get its hands dirty in psy-
chological warfare cost it dearly. One must also point out, however, that the 
German army had very few propaganda issues with which to counter, for 
unlike the domestic conditions in Germany, there was very little deprivation 
and starvation in the Allied countries, especially after America entered the 
war in 1917. Propaganda is most successful when it has a firm footing in 
observable reality.
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Atrocity Propaganda

Perhaps the most significant feature of World War I propaganda was the 
wide dissemination of atrocity stories as a means of discrediting the enemy. 
Often called “hate propaganda,” most atrocity stories concentrated on three 
types of alleged cruelties: (a) massacre, such as the slaughter of the Armenians 
by the Ottoman Empire, supposedly under the encouragement of the 
Germans; (b) mutilation, such as the gouging out of the eyes of German 
soldiers; and (c) the mistreatment of both soldiers and civilian populations 
by starvation or actual torture. Such forms of propaganda are designed to 
stiffen the fighting spirit of entire nations, to create fear of defeat, and, as a 
more practical means, to raise funds and encourage enlistment to halt these 
inhumane acts. Ultimately, it also served to prolong the fighting and create 
more severe conditions for surrender.

Literally hundreds of books and pamphlets were devoted to the most 
graphic details of supposed atrocities committed by both sides. Stories 
emanating from Belgium had a particularly strong influence in the Allied 
countries because of the many Belgian refugees who fled to neutral nations 
in 1914. The popular notion comparing the German soldier to “the Hun” 
of old (the Huns were actually Mongols from Central Asia), inspired by a 
careless remark made by the Kaiser in 1899 when he admonished the 
German contingent off to fight the Boxer Rebellion in China to “behave 
like Huns,” became a central theme of propaganda attacks against the 
Germans. These atrocity stories—a few based on real incidents, but most 
without foundation—formed the core of the anti-German propaganda 
aimed at the United States in the years before America entered the war.

Many atrocity stories were widely circulated in the United States and other 
neutral countries; two have special significance. (Other atrocity propaganda 
stories are discussed in Chapter 4.) On October 9, 1915, Edith Cavell, a Red 
Cross nurse working in Brussels, was found guilty by a German court martial 
of helping British and French soldiers escape into neutral Holland. She was 
sentenced to death and executed by a firing squad on October 12. She could 
have saved herself by professing ignorance of the law, but instead she openly 
admitted that many of the escapees had gone back to join their units; thus, she 
was manifestly guilty of having committed a capital offense according to the 
German military code. This daughter of an English clergyman stated at her 
execution, “Standing before God and eternity, I realize this—patriotism is not 
enough. I must be free from hate and bitterness!” These words were carved on 
the monument to Edith Cavell in central London (Read, 1941). Cavell became 
an instant martyr to the cause of propaganda, and her “cold-blooded murder” 
was used to give credibility to other atrocity stories coming out of Belgium. 
Even the supposedly neutral American press printed full accounts of the 
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50-year-old nurse’s courage in the face of her executioners. In Britain, even to 
this day, Edith Cavell remains a symbol of courage and loyalty.

An interesting sidelight to this story demonstrates the failure of the 
Germans to understand the value of propaganda. The French had shot sev-
eral women spies, one of them as early as August 1914 and at least two after 
Edith Cavell’s execution, but the Germans failed to use these events to their 
advantage, and they were not even reported in the American press. A later 
attempt by the Germans to make a propaganda event of the execution by the 
French of the Dutch-Javanese entertainer and professional spy Mata Hari 
seemed to lack appeal when compared with the death of the English nurse. 
(Of course, the Mata Hari story later achieved immortality through the 
efforts of Hollywood, which, in 1931, produced a movie about her exploits 
featuring the extremely popular actress Greta Garbo.) In the United States 
and other neutral nations, the Germans were hard-pressed to counter their 
constant portrayal as a barbaric nation that readily executed women.

The other propaganda event of significance was the furor that surrounded 
the sinking of the luxury liner Lusitania on May 7, 1915, by a German 
U-boat—without any prior warning and with a loss of 1,198 lives, 128 of 
them American. Whether the sinking of the ship was justified by the fact that 
the ship was carrying arms did not seem to matter at the time, for the press 
in both Britain and America used the incident to reinforce increasingly hos-
tile attitudes toward German acts of atrocity. In one of those curious acts of 
history, just 5 days after the sinking of the Lusitania, the British government 
issued its long-awaited Bryce Commission Report on the accuracy of the 
stories of German atrocities. The Bryce Commission, headed by a prominent 
British legal expert, had been formed in early 1915 as a result of a public 
demand to know the truth about the German outrages.

The final report, which found “a compelling mass of evidence” to sub-
stantiate the atrocities, was translated into 30 languages and widely circu-
lated and reported in the United States (Read, 1941, pp. 201–204). The 
findings of the Bryce Commission only served to accentuate the “barbarity” 
of the ship’s sinking, despite the fact that the Germans may have had some 
justification for their actions during a state of war. Today, considerable 
doubt is still expressed about the depositions taken by the Bryce Commission 
from Belgian refugees, and suggestions are made that the commissioners 
were themselves caught up in the hysteria of war (Roetter, 1974).

Reaction to World War I Propaganda

Propaganda was effective as a weapon of psychological warfare in World 
War I, but as indicated in Chapter 4, this must be viewed in its historical 
context. For the first time in history, nations were forced to draw on the  
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collective power of their entire populations by linking the individual to a 
larger societal need. As DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach (1982) pointed out,

It became essential to mobilize sentiments and loyalties, to instill in citizens a 
hatred and fear of the enemy, to maintain their morale in the face of privation, 
and to capture their energies into an effective contribution to their nation. 
(p. 159)

As a result, the general public indicated a response to mass media mes-
sages as never before, and this reaction reinforced already existing fears 
about the potentially dangerous role of the mass media in a mass society. At 
this time, social scientists were beginning to conduct the first research that 
suggested the acquisition of information from the mass media was a com-
plex process, largely involving individual predispositions, and that ques-
tioned the myth of the “mass audience.” Nevertheless, the prevailing theories 
of psychology and the instinctual understanding of the way the mass media 
worked were still influential; reinforced by the visible success of wartime 
propaganda efforts, this led to a misinterpretation of how powerful the 
media really were. There was little appreciation of the specific social and 
political conditions that had made World War I propaganda so effective, and 
this incomplete perception colored much of the thinking about the mass 
media in general and propaganda in particular for the next 20 years.

The Interwar Years, 1920 to 1939

The role of propaganda in the period between the two world wars can be 
characterized by three political developments: (a) the Russian Revolution 
and the rise of the communist Soviet Union, (b) the strong isolationist 
impulse in the United States as a direct result of disillusionment with the 
outcome of World War I, and (c) the rise of the fascist states, especially Nazi 
Germany. All three of these historical developments played direct roles in the 
outbreak of hostilities again in 1939, only this time all the belligerent nations 
were aware of the necessity of both offering and countering propaganda in 
the strongest way possible.

The Emergence of Communist Propaganda

The philosophical underpinnings of the Russian Revolution lay in the 
adoption of an interpretation of the works of Karl Marx by a group of dis-
sident Russian intellectuals, particularly Nikolai Lenin and Leon Trotsky. 
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Ironically, it was German General Erich von Ludendorff who arranged to 
have Lenin return to Russia from exile in Switzerland in 1917 specifically 
to sow the seeds of revolution that would end the war on the eastern front, 
thus making more German troops available to confront the Allies in the 
West. Lenin finally succeeded in his Bolshevik Revolution in November 
1917 when he overthrew the provisional government of Alexander 
Kerensky, which had in March deposed Czar Nicholas II. The Bolsheviks 
came to power, determined to create a new social order but faced the 

Figure 5.3  Controversial Russian artist El Lissitzky’s famous 
propaganda poster, “Beat the Whites With the Red 
Wedge,” was printed in 1919. In this poster, there is no 
reference to concrete events or people; the image is the 
entire idea, conveyed in purely abstract terms, with the 
“red wedge” driving into the white circle. Such abstract 
concepts, while well received in the world of avant-
garde art, were considered to be too inaccessible for the 
Russian public and were eventually banned in favor of 
“social realism.”
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immense task of transforming the thinking of a largely rural population of 
more than 170 million, many of whom were illiterate and most of whom 
were hungry.

To achieve their ends, the Soviet rulers erected an immense network of 
propaganda that included massive programs of political as well as practical 
education. Lenin mobilized every available form of communication (and 
entertainment) to meet this goal: The press, educational institutions, the arts, 
and even science all became part of the intensive internal propaganda system 
designed to play the central role in the creation of a communist state. 
Controlled from the top, the arms of the Soviet propaganda machine reached 
into every aspect of Russian life, down to the local level where clubs and other 
quasi-social organizations received political education from trained propagan-
dists. The establishment of reading rooms in even the smallest villages encour-
aged guided discussions, and films were accompanied by question-and-answer 
sessions. All this was under the control and tight supervision of the Agitational-
Propaganda Section of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, 
known as Agitprop, which was attached to every division of the Communist 
Party down to the smallest local cell (Maxwell, 1936). While the internal 
political convulsions continued in Russia until the late 1950s, this intensive 
propaganda infrastructure was absolutely crucial to the establishment of the 
new communist state. It was the most extensive and long-lasting propaganda 
campaign in modern history, finally coming to an end with the momentous 
events in the Soviet Union in 1990–1991, which witnessed the end of the 
Communist Party’s hold on that country.

The communists used a variety of symbolic and political devices to 
enhance their propaganda program. Foremost among the political devices 
was the idea of the imminent threat or plot, much as had been used in the 
French Revolution, which allowed the threat of brutality or retaliation to be 
used against political enemies or those who questioned party actions. The 
hammer and sickle was a strong visual symbol, and it received wide interna-
tional recognition, but for many years, the Soviet Union was restricted from 
lavish spectacle because of spartan internal conditions. Even the Internationale 
was not played in the October uprising because the band did not know it; 
the stirring French national anthem, “La Marseillaise,” was played instead! 
For many years, until the recent events that destroyed the power of the 
Communist Party, the Soviet Union engaged in massive public spectacles of 
military might and of civilian solidarity. These symbolic displays became a 
staple of worldwide communist propaganda, symbolizing the importance of 
collectivity over the individual. Until very recently, the Soviets still held enor-
mous and lengthy May Day parades of military equipment, but the dire 
economic position of the USSR and the widespread dissatisfaction of the 
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public gave a hollow ring to such events. The Russian people are now quite 
capable of seeing the difference between the propaganda inherent in such 
displays of military might and the reality of a failed consumer economy. Such 
ostentatious displays have also lost their international propaganda power 
for all but the generals in the U.S. Pentagon, who continue to monitor the 
potential of Russian militarism.

The breakup of the Soviet Union into a series of smaller states is now a 
reality. Events have moved so fast in such a short period of time, however, 
that it would be foolish to predict the exact shape and political affiliations 
that will emerge from the ruins of the enormous communist state. Under the 
direction of President Vladimir Putin, a former KGB agent, these massive 
propaganda military parades and other shows of collective solidarity have 
once again reappeared. On July 16, 2013, Russia put on a spectacular show 
of military force, involving 160,00 troops and 5,000 tanks across Siberia 

Figure 5.4  Moscow State University. This was one of the finest 
buildings constructed as part of the Soviet government’s 
attempt to create a communist architectural style that 
would reflect “the sense of pride of the Soviet people in 
their Socialist state.” Unfortunately, many of the 
ambitious plans of the Soviets, including the Palace of 
the Soviets, which was to be taller than the Empire State 
Building, were never completed.
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and the far eastern region of the country. The sea exercise was clearly 
intended as a warning to Japan as the two countries dispute possession over 
a small group of Pacific islands off the northeast coast of Japan’s Hokkaido 
Island, and which were seized by Soviet troops on the last few days of 
World War II. Some experts have also suggested that this massive show on 
land was also intended as a polite warning to China, with whom Russia 
shares a 4,300-kilometer (2,700 mile) border (Kloster, 2013). As the 
Russian population declines and the military might and the population of 
China increases, there is a genuine fear that China might attempt to annex 
some territory.

For the average citizen of Russia and the other former communist states, 
such displays at a time of serious economic difficulties tend to have a nega-
tive propaganda value. It should be noted, however, that reports from the 
various states of the former Soviet Union indicate that a substantial segment 
of the population regrets the demise of the communist system and wishes to 
restore it. Despite the fact that communism ultimately failed to meet its eco-
nomic promises, so great was its totalitarian “paternalism” that many people 
miss this form of government protection in their lives. For many citizens of 
these countries, the free enterprise, market-based economy that is slowly 
emerging has proved to be a financial and social disaster. This continued 
sentiment is, in many respects, a testament to the residual power of 50 years 
of communist propaganda.

Because an articulated part of the Bolshevik program was to export com-
munism to all parts of the world—“the World Revolution”—Soviet propa-
ganda activities took on a worldwide dimension in the interwar period. In 
every country, national Communist Parties sprang up, which, in the period 
before the Stalinist purges of the mid-1930s, were directly under the control 
of the Soviet Union, all aimed at establishing the international solidarity of 
the working class. Such sentiments had enormous appeal during the 
Depression, when unemployment, hunger, and general disillusionment with 
capitalism all contributed to a rise in the interest in communism in the 
Western democracies, especially inflation-wrought and war-weary Germany. 
Even in the United States, the Communist Party and the “Popular Front” of 
pro-Soviet organizations attracted millions of members in the period from 
1935 to 1939, before the ill-fated Stalin-Hitler pact of August 1939 shattered 
their unity and created a schism with Moscow (O’Neill, 1982).

American Isolationism

As a direct result of their unsatisfactory experiences with the outcome of 
World War I, and led by their politicians, the American people turned inward 



Chapter 5 Propaganda and Psychological Warfare——253

during the period from 1920 to 1941. The “America First” movement gained 
in popularity as people seemed to want to turn away from the turmoil in 
Europe, and the severe effects of the Depression created a further impetus to 
concentrate on domestic issues. The reaction against government propa-
ganda was particularly virulent, as those responsible for creating the success-
ful campaigns during the war seemed to be only too eager to explain how it 
was all done. George Creel had published his book How We Advertised 
America in 1920, and this precipitated a lengthy and somewhat justified 
suspicion of propaganda. This suspicion was enhanced by the obvious role 
played by propaganda in the rise to power of Hitler and by the increased use 
of propaganda by the Nazi Reich and other fascist states such as Italy. 
Despite the lingering suspicion of propaganda, the social and political condi-
tions of the Depression made the American public highly susceptible to the 
messages of those who promised them salvation from their economic prob-
lems. Many such saviors appeared during this period, but the two most 
prominent and successful demagogues were the populist governor of 
Louisiana, Huey Long, and the ultraconservative Roman Catholic priest 
from the suburbs of Detroit, Fr. Charles E. Coughlin.

Huey Long, who went on to become a U.S. senator, ran Louisiana like a 
dictatorship between 1928 and the time of his assassination in 1935. Known 
as “the Kingfish” (after a character on the Amos ‘n’ Andy radio show), he 
had serious aspirations to become president. Long had courted the press 
outrageously by playing the country bumpkin (he once received a German 
naval commander on an official visit to the State House in his green silk 
pajamas), and he was able to use this publicity to further his “share-the-
wealth” philosophy. In April 1932, he rose on the Senate floor to make a 
major speech, in which he said,

Unless we provide for redistribution of wealth in this country, the country is 
doomed. . . . I tell you that if in any country I live in . . . I should see my 
children starving and my wife starving, its laws against robbing and against 
stealing and against bootlegging would not amount to any more to me than 
they would to any other man when it came to a matter of facing the time of 
starvation. (Brinkley, 1982, p. 44)

Long was saying, as Brinkley (1982) noted, that “the nation faced a 
choice. It could act to limit large fortunes and guarantee a decent life to its 
citizens, or it could wait for the otherwise inevitable revolution” (p. 44). This 
rhetoric won for Long an immediate reputation as a radical and the cham-
pion of the “little people.” After Franklin Roosevelt was elected president in 
1932, Long tried to force his share-the-wealth philosophy on the Democratic 
president through a series of radio speeches. Roosevelt rejected his views and 
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privately thought of Long as a dangerous nuisance. Rejected by the bulk of 
the Democratic Party, Long then formed the Share Our Wealth Society in 
February 1934, which he hoped would encompass a nationwide system of 
local clubs of people who shared this philosophy.

To get his message across to the public, Long developed a strong pro-
paganda strategy that allowed him to bypass the normal media channels. 
His publication American Progress (1933) had only a small paid subscrip-
tion list but was mailed free to 300,000 people, which on occasion 
increased to 1.5 million. His autobiography, Every Man a King (published 
in October 1933), though not a best seller, was given away free to anyone 
who wanted it. He also had a staff of 60 stenographers (this was in the 
days before copy machines) who sent out letters, circulars, and pamphlets 
proclaiming his activities and programs to this enormous mailing list. 
Radio was most important to Long, and by 1935, he was a regular and, 
by all accounts, very popular speaker on the NBC radio network. He used 
a highly effective, personal, and folksy style in his broadcasts. He usually 
began as follows:

Hello friends, this is Huey Long speaking. And I have some important things 
to tell you. Before I begin I want you to do me a favor. I am going to talk along 
for four or five minutes, just to keep things going. While I’m doing it I want 
you to go to the telephone and call up five of your friends, and tell them that 
Huey is on the air. (Barnouw, 1968, p. 49)

According to Barnouw (1968), this device produced steadily mounting 
audiences. Brinkley (1982) noted,

Long’s national reputation grew at an astounding rate through the spring and 
summer of 1935, and the size and distribution of his Share the Wealth Clubs 
grew with it. . . .  Long seemed to many to be on the verge of creating a genu-
ine new force in American politics, one whose ultimate power nobody could 
yet predict. (p. 80)

Some genuinely feared that Long, if elected, would create a political 
structure similar to the European fascist states, although he had never iden-
tified himself with the fascist cause. All that became moot, however, when 
he was shot and killed in the Louisiana capitol building on September 10, 
1935. It is one of history’s little ironies that President Roosevelt heard the 
news of Long’s death while entertaining two guests at his home in Hyde 
Park; Joseph P. Kennedy had brought Father Coughlin along to try to heal 
the breach between the president and the priest (Barnouw, 1968).
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Fr. Charles Coughlin, S.J.

Father Charles Coughlin was born in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, in 
1891 and rose from relative obscurity to become a major public figure dur-
ing the years of the Depression, almost solely through his extraordinary 
command of the new medium of radio. He had begun to use radio in 1926 
when he was a priest at the Shrine of the Little Flower in Royal Oak, 
Michigan. By the late 1920s, he discovered that the listeners to his modest 
weekly Sunday radio broadcast were interested in more than just his reli-
gious sermons, and after 1930, he switched almost exclusively to political 
topics. He addressed himself to the issues of the day, the hopes and fears of 
his largely working-class audience, and found that this created a strong 
response during this time of great uncertainty. Barnouw (1968) noted,

His subject matter involved a diversity of political strands, stemming from 
varied sources. Sometimes he spoke of the perils of Communism, the “red 
serpent.” Sometimes he pleaded for the remonetization of silver, and 
sounded like a Populist leader of the turn of the century. More often he 
castigated those of wealth and power, “dulled by the opiate of their own 
contentedness.” (p. 45)

Brinkley (1982), who studied Coughlin’s technique as a radio performer, 
noted,

Most important was the warm, inviting sound of his voice, a sound that could 
make even the tritest statements sound richer and more meaningful than they 
actually were. And there was, too, the ability to make the sermons accessible, 
interesting, and provocative to his audience. . . . 

Coughlin used a wide variety of rhetorical techniques: maudlin sentimental-
ity, anger and invective, sober reasonableness, religious or patriotic fervor. 
Rarely did successive broadcasts strike precisely the same tone, and in this 
unpredictability lay much of Coughlin’s appeal. (p. 97)

Coughlin was able to exploit radio at a time when the medium was just 
beginning to become an important and integral part of American culture. 
Although it was difficult to estimate the exact size and demographic com-
position of his audience, it was extremely large and seemed to consist of 
people from all strata of society, but with one common denominator: They 
were all disaffected in some way with American society. Financial contribu-
tions poured in from across the country, allowing him to purchase radio 
time. At the height of his popularity, he received more mail than anyone else 
in America. His Sunday sermons were widely reported in the Monday 
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newspapers, and “national magazines carried feature articles about the 
phenomenal success of the ‘Radio Priest’” (Brinkley, 1982, p. 101).

Coughlin became more politicized as the Depression wore on, aiming his 
wrath at Wall Street and the international bankers who he thought con-
trolled the world’s economy and precipitated the Depression. Coughlin 
started his own quasi-political party, the National Union for Social Justice, 
in 1934 and set out on a speaking tour across the country to attract voters. 
Everywhere he went, he attracted large audiences, and the National Union 
had an estimated 8.5 million members in 1936. The problem was that the 
organization had no real structure beyond being a member of Coughlin’s 
radio audience—really nothing more than names on a mailing list.

At a time when economic uncertainties had created a potentially volatile 
public open to suggestions on how American society should respond to the 
crisis, some were concerned about the growing power of the protesting 
voices of both Long and Coughlin. Things came to a head on March 4, 1935, 
when President Roosevelt’s friend and former director of the National 
Recovery Administration, General Hugh S. Johnson, made a famous speech 
at the Waldorf Astoria, attacking both Long and Coughlin. In the speech, 
broadcast by the NBC radio network, he said,

You can laugh at Huey Long—you can snort at Father Coughlin—but this 
country was never under greater menace. . . . Added to the fol-de-rol of 
Senator Long, there comes burring over the air the dripping brogue of the 
Irish-Canadian priest . . . musical, blatant bunk from the very nostrum of reli-
gion, it goes straight home to simple souls weary in distress. . . . Between the 
team of Huey Long and the priest we have the whole bag of crazy and crafty 
tricks . . . possessed by Peter the Hermit, Napoléon Bonaparte, Sitting Bull, 
William Hohenzollern [the Kaiser], Hitler, Lenin . . . boiled down to two with 
the radio and the newsreel to make them effective. If you don’t think Long and 
Coughlin are dangerous, you don’t know the temper of the country in this 
distress! (Barnouw, 1968, p. 48)

Johnson’s hour-long speech was enthusiastically applauded at the Waldorf 
Astoria, but the White House remained silent because the administration 
was concerned that Johnson had focused unwanted media attention on the 
two demagogues. Newspapers were already calling this “the battle of the 
century” (Brinkley, 1982, p. 6), and NBC provided free airtime to both for 
replies. The biggest fear was that they would join their forces to forge a for-
midable challenge to President Roosevelt’s reelection in 1936. Despite the 
size of both Huey Long’s Share the Wealth clubs and Fr. Coughlin’s National 
Union for Social Justice, however, neither was able to mount a serious threat 
to Roosevelt in the 1936 elections, although evidence indicates that the 
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president did not take either of them lightly. The death of Long seemed to 
have an effect on Coughlin, and he went into a decline after his political 
party obtained less than 2% of the total vote in the 1936 election. Coughlin 
finally moved over the edge when he attacked international bankers by tak-
ing a blatant anti-Semitic stance in 1938, and he also favored neutrality 
when war began in Europe in 1939. In 1942, his publication Social Justice 
was banned from the U.S. mail, and he was threatened with formal charges 
of sedition. In May 1942, Coughlin quietly announced that he was severing 
all political ties “on orders from Church superiors.” This did not stop his 
followers (known as The Christian Front) from continuing to pursue their 
anti-Semitic beliefs and actions throughout the war. However, despite many 
requests from his ardent followers to return to the radio after the war, he 
refused to do so and remained in Detroit the rest of his life, where he died 
in 1979 (Warren, 1996, p. 282).

As Brinkley (1982) noted,

Huey Long and Father Coughlin faded so quickly from public prominence that 
it was easy in the ensuing years to forget how powerful and ominous they once 
had seemed. . . .  [They] seized upon vague anxieties that had afflicted their 
society for many decades—the animosity toward concentrated power, the con-
cern about the erosion of community and personal autonomy. (p. 261)

Both had instinctual abilities to communicate their ideas to sympathetic 
audiences, demonstrating that the new medium of radio, with its inherent 
capacity to become “personal,” was a potent force for propagandizing in 
modern society.

The Institute for Propaganda Analysis

The Institute for Propaganda Analysis (IPA) was started in October 1937 
by Columbia University professor Clyde R. Miller, who became its chief 
executive. (The best history of the IPA is Sproule, 1997, pp. 129–177.) 
Miller, who, as a reporter during World War I, was convinced that he had 
been hoodwinked by propaganda, was one of a group concerned that the 
renewed interwar propaganda battles would once again draw the United 
States into a futile European conflict. The opinion leaders and educators 
who established the institute were concerned not only with war propaganda 
but also with such domestic propaganda issues as the Ku Klux Klan, com-
munists, domestic fascism, and the role of advertising, all as possible threats 
to the democratic way of life. The overarching concern was that the increas-
ing volume of propaganda from numerous sources was inhibiting people’s 
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ability to think clearly and straight. Miller received a $10,000 grant from 
Edward A. Filene, a wealthy Boston merchant and liberal-minded philan-
thropist, who was “afraid that America was becoming the victim of propa-
ganda (the year was 1936), that Americans had lost their capacity to think 
things through” (Sproule, 1983, p. 488). Miller had no difficulty recruiting 
a distinguished group of academicians to serve as officers and also on the 
advisory board of the institute.

The institute immediately started a monthly bulletin, Propaganda Analysis. 
In the second issue, in the article “How to Detect Propaganda” (1937), it pub-
lished the famous seven common “devices” or “ABCs of propaganda analysis”:

 • Name-Calling. Giving an idea a bad label and therefore rejecting and con-
demning it without examining the evidence.

 • Glittering Generality. Associating something with a “virtue word” and creating 
acceptance and approval without examination of the evidence.

 • Transfer. Carries the respect and authority of something respected to some-
thing else to make the latter accepted. Also works with something that is dis-
respected to make the latter rejected.

 • Testimonial. Consists in having some respected or hated person say that a 
given idea or program, product, or person is good or bad.

 • Plain Folks. The method by which a speaker attempts to convince the audience 
that he or she and his or her ideas are good because they are “of the people,” 
the “plain folks.”

 • Card Stacking. Involves the selection and use of facts or falsehoods, illustra-
tions or distractions, and logical or illogical statements to give the best or the 
worst possible case for an idea, program, person, or product.

 • Bandwagon. Has as its theme “everybody—at least all of us—is doing it!” and 
thereby tries to convince the members of a group that their peers are accepting 
the program and that we should all jump on the bandwagon rather than be left 
out. (A. M. Lee & Lee, 1979)

After discussing how these propaganda devices were used, the bulletin 
noted the following:

Observe that in all of these devices our emotion is the stuff with which pro-
pagandists work. Without it they are helpless; with it, harnessing it to their 
purposes, they can make us glow with pride or burn with hatred, they can 
make us zealots in behalf of the program they espouse. (“How to Detect 
Propaganda,” 1937, p. 7)

In the 1930s, these seven common devices became the cornerstone of the 
institute’s applied studies of contemporary propaganda. In one of the best 
examples, in the May 1938 issue of Propaganda Analysis, they served as the 
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basis for an incisive analysis, “Propaganda Techniques of German Fascism.” 
Thus, under the category Plain Folks, the analysis pointed out that 

at the same time that the Führer is canonized, an attempt is made to transform 
him into a “man of the people.” In this, the propagandists are greatly assisted 
by his habits; for he affects ordinary clothes, wears no medals other than his 
simple Iron Cross, eats plain food and that sparingly, and leads a quiet, 
secluded life. He is pictured as a man of the people meeting plain folks in their 
ordinary walks of life, enjoying with them their simple work and plea-
sures. . . .  Jesus, a carpenter, is the Messiah of the Christian world; Hitler, a 
house painter, is the savior of Germany. (“Propaganda Techniques of German 
Fascism,” 1938, pp. 46–47)

This simple technique of analyzing propaganda was open to criticism, 
especially in that it can be very subjective in evaluation; however, this 
7-point analysis remains with us today and is still widely quoted in text-
books on persuasion and propaganda.

The IPA also conducted a highly successful education program that encour-
aged the readers of its bulletin to gather materials to conduct their own pro-
paganda analyses. A Group Leader’s Guide to Propaganda Analysis was 
developed to promote critical thinking and informed discussion about current 
issues. This publication also discussed how propaganda analysis could be used 
to scrutinize advertising, as well as academic subjects such as English litera-
ture, music, art, and social science. By September 1939, the IPA’s materials 
were being used in more than 550 high schools and colleges, as well as numer-
ous adult civic groups (Sproule, 1997). According to Alfred and Elizabeth Lee 
(1979), among the founding members of the Institute, propaganda analysis 
caught on so readily because “it provided a badly needed perspective for cur-
rent affairs” (p. viii). The institute suspended its operations in late October 
1941 when it appeared that the United States was going to enter the war. In 
the last issue of Propaganda Analysis in January 1939, under the title “We Say 
Au Revoir,” the editorial explained the reasons for the institute’s decision:

The Institute’s Board of Directors has concluded that to attempt to continue 
publication during the war period would probably result in weakening the 
confidence which the Institute has won, and impair its usefulness later. . . . The 
publication of dispassionate analyses of all kinds of propaganda, “good” and 
“bad,” is easily misunderstood during a war emergency, and more important, 
the analyses could be misused for undesirable purposes by persons opposing 
the government’s efforts. . . .  If it were to continue it would have to analyze all 
propaganda—of this country and of Britain and Russia as well as that of 
Germany, Italy and Japan. (p. 1)
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The IPA was never to return. The end of World War II was immediately 
followed by the tensions of the ideological Cold War between the communist 
and capitalist forces and then the Korean and Vietnam Wars. In this highly 
politicized and militarized atmosphere, the Institute for Propaganda Analysis 
would not have been able to function as a constructive critic of American 
institutions without incurring the wrath of various factions. Sproule (1983) 
had another view on why the IPA was never revived and why propaganda 
analysis declined in the postwar years: “Sharing the relatively complacent 
public mood of the 1940s and 1950s, and implicitly or explicitly aware of 
the more powerful dampers on social criticism, the academicians embraced 
the new terminology and technology of academic social science” (p. 496). 
Thus, the relatively simplistic forms of propaganda analysis developed and 
employed by the IPA became obsolete in the face of more sophisticated 
forms of communications research being undertaken in universities. Despite 
its demise, the IPA continues to serve as an ongoing symbol of the concern 
for the increased and sometimes subtle role of propaganda in our lives.

American isolationism remained fairly strong even after war broke out in 
Europe in 1939; however, clear evidence through opinion polls indicates that 
the American public was increasingly becoming pro-Allies while at the same 
time they remained antiwar. Congress was reluctant at times to give President 
Roosevelt approval to supply Britain with arms but gradually relented. The 
United States officially entered the war against Germany on December 11, 
1941—4 days after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. Once committed in 
this fashion, the American public again became the target of massive propa-
ganda campaigns both on the home front and in the armed services. (Some of 
these propaganda activities are examined in Chapter 3.) Since the end of World 
War II, the isolationist impulse has periodically risen, but the realities of the 
atomic age have effectively prevented total withdrawal from the world political 
arena, although many Americans still wish that isolationism were possible.

Hitler and Nazi Propaganda

One unexpected consequence of the somewhat hysterical anti-German 
propaganda of World War I was that it made many people, particularly 
politicians, suspicious of alleged atrocity stories emanating from Germany 
during the 1930s. The very success of the British propaganda efforts in 
1914–1918 proved to be a serious handicap in getting the world to accept 
the reality of what was happening in Nazi Germany, and this created a disas-
trous delay in the public’s awareness of the horrors of the concentration 
camps and other Nazi atrocities.
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Adolph Hitler’s place in the history of propaganda is ensured, for as 
Thomson (1977) noted, “Hitler shares with Julius Caesar and Napoleon 
Bonaparte, the distinction of not only making massive use of new methods 
of propaganda but also, of quite consciously and deliberately basing his 
entire career on planned propaganda” (p. 111). Joseph Goebbels, who 
became Hitler’s propaganda minister and the mastermind behind the Nazi 
propaganda machine, described Hitler’s propaganda principles, which he 
extracted from Hitler’s (1939) book Mein Kampf, as

a carefully built up erection of statements, which whether true or false can be 
made to undermine quite rigidly held ideas and to construct new ones that 
will take their place. It would not be impossible to prove with sufficient rep-
etition and psychological understanding of the people concerned that a square 
is in fact a circle. What after all are a square and a circle? They are mere words 
and words can be molded until they clothe ideas in disguise. (Thomson, 1977, 
p. 111)

In Mein Kampf, Hitler established several cardinal rules for successful 
propaganda: (a) Avoid abstract ideas and appeal instead to the emotions, 
which was the opposite of the Marxist concept; (b) employ constant repeti-
tion of just a few ideas, using stereotyped phrases and avoiding objectivity; 
(c) put forth only one side of the argument; (d) constantly criticize enemies 
of the state; and (e) identify one special enemy for special vilification. 
Throughout the Nazi period, Hitler and Goebbels stuck rigidly to these 
principles, and the world witnessed a mature, cultured people—the 
Germans—accepting one of the most onerous dictatorships in history, which 
precipitated a prolonged war and eventually instituted as policy the most 
heinous of all crimes, genocide.

Hitler had admired the propaganda efforts of the British in World War I; 
the work of the poet-politician Gabriele D’Annunzio, the short-lived dictator 
of Fiume in Italy; and the extroverted style and anti-Semitism of Karl Lueger, 
the mayor of Vienna. A key to Hitler’s thinking was that he saw the masses 
as “malleable, corrupt and corruptible” and open to emotional appeals, but 
especially he realized that propaganda could become much more effective if 
a large dose of intimidation and terror stiffened it (Zeman, 1973). Calling 
his political program National Socialism, Hitler immediately established an 
image that appealed to a wide section of the confused and demoralized 
German public. He promised to restore Germany to its former glory and to 
rid the country of the shackles imposed by the Versailles Peace Treaty, and 
thus he rose to power with a skillful combination of power, spectacle, and 
propaganda.
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Figure 5.5  “Hitler: Savior of the Fatherland,” an illustration from 
the magazine Kladderadatsch, 1934. Here, Hitler is 
depicted as the man who is responsible for Germany’s 
recovery in the period immediately after his accession to 
power. The illustration shows Hitler wearing all of the 
Nazi regalia—the brown shirt, the swastika, and the 
iron cross medal defending the very Aryan maiden (the 
country). The words on the flag—Treue, Ehre, Ordnung 
(faithfulness, honor, order)—are quite banal but reflect 
the totalitarian preoccupation with associating political 
action with traditional values.
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Together, Hitler and Goebbels probably understood the propaganda 
potential of the mass media better than anyone else alive, and they were in 
a perfect position to put their theories to the test. Their greatest advantage 
was the psychological condition of their audience, for the German Weimar 
government had failed to provide the leadership that would have restored 
German confidence and morale after 1918, and the German people were 
desperately searching for answers to their political nightmare. Many of them 
turned to socialism and communism; National Socialism, with its emphasis 
on restoring the mythical Germany of the past and the perverse charismatic 
leadership provided by Adolf Hitler, offered an even more palatable alterna-
tive. Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s supplied the perfect setting 
for the implementation of Hitler’s schemes. (An excellent detailed overview 
of Nazi propaganda is found in Welsch, 1993.)

The Weimar Republic had an ineffective press that was so diffused with 
small partisan newspapers that the Nazis were easily able to gain control of 
the newspapers in the period after 1925. Using the simple, nondoctrinaire 

Figure 5.6  The “Eternal Watch” memorial in Munich, designed by 
architect Paul Troost in 1934 to commemorate “the 
fallen” in Hitler’s failed Beer Hall Putsch in 1923. This 
neoclassical design, monolithic and imposing, was 
typical of Nazi architecture, with its harkening back to 
the grandeur of the past.
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approach, the Nazi newspapers Volkische Beobachter (Racist Observer) and 
later Das Reich preached the Nazi philosophy, especially anti-Semitism and 
anticommunism, as well as provided information about the Nazi Party itself. 
But newspapers were not the main vehicle for Nazi propaganda, for the 
emotional appeals stressed by Hitler did not easily translate into written 

Figure 5.7  “All Germany hears their Führer with the people’s 
receiver.” This poster extols the popularity of the 
specially priced “People’s Receiver” that appeared about 
a year after the Nazis took power in 1933 and cost 
about $24 at the time. By the outbreak of the war, 70% 
of all German households owned radios, the highest 
percentage anywhere in the world.
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words. Few journalists in Germany at this time had enough skill to compete 
with the fiery speeches from Nazi podiums.

With radio, the Nazis achieved their greatest success, and this medium 
was used extensively as the primary medium of official propaganda. The 
importance of radio was stressed when the Nazi government produced a 
cheap, one-channel radio set for the masses (the Volksempfänger) and even-
tually introduced compulsory installation of radios with loudspeakers in 
restaurants, factories, and most public places. During the war, “radio war-
dens” even checked that people were listening to the right stations! As we 
have seen in Chapter 3, radio also became the primary medium for overseas 
propaganda activities, and Hitler used directed broadcasts to those European 
countries in which he was trying to establish contact with German-speaking 
populations. Austria, particularly, suffered from a “radio war” in 1933 as 
Hitler attempted to incite the Austrians to overthrow their government. 
Radio was also extensively used to win the Saar Plebiscite in 1936, when 
Goebbels smuggled large numbers of cheap radios into the disputed territory 
to gain German support and to smear the anti-Nazi leader Max Braun. On 
the day before the secret vote, German radio broadcast that Braun had fled, 
and it was too late to counter this move so that even as Braun was driven 
through the streets, he was called an impostor. Radio was also the perfect 
medium for communicating the almost religious fervor of Nazi spectacles, 
with the rhythmic chants of “Sieg Heil,” the enthusiastic applause, and the 
power of Hitler’s or Goebbels’s speaking style.

Historians and other scholars studying Nazi propaganda differ in their 
assessments of the relative success of the Nazi film program. In his detailed 
examination of German film propaganda, Hilmar Hoffman (1996) sug-
gested, “Film was doubtless the most influential among the mass media in 
the Third Reich. It was also the means of artistic communication that Hitler 
used to greatest effect in bringing his political ideas to a mass audience”  
(p. vi). The problem in making any such evaluation is, as has been noted in 
Chapter 3, that film audiences were more attuned to escapist entertainment, 
and film propaganda, even when skillfully done, has a tendency to look too 
heavy-handed. This is especially true if the audience is aware that “this is a 
propaganda film.” However, some German propaganda feature and docu-
mentary films were memorable, such as director Leni Riefenstahl’s use of the 
Odin myth in the making of Triumph of the Will (1935); Hans Steinhoff’s 
film about the Boer War, Ohm Kruger (Uncle Kruger, 1941), which allowed 
the Germans to attack British colonialism; and Veit Harlan’s Jud Süss (Jew 
Süss, 1940), which was a subtle anti-Semitic examination of the influence of 
Jews on German life. Even more violent and obvious in its anti-Semitic 
attack was Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew), a documentary film made in 
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1940 by Fritz Hippler, head of Nazi film production (the Reichsfilmintendant), 
which depicted the worst racial stereotypes and compared Jews to a plague 
of rats that needed to be exterminated.

Figure 5.8  A poster for The Eternal Jew exhibition held in the 
German Museum in Munich in late 1937. This is an 
archetypal caricature of a Jew showing off shekels in the 
right hand, as well as a map of the Soviet Union and a 
whip in the left. It did not seem to concern the German 
propagandists that these were contradictory symbols. A 
vicious film based on this exhibition was also released 
in 1940.
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Richard Taylor (1979) reported,

The [Eternal] Jew was shown at 66 cinemas in Berlin alone but Security Service 
reports on its reception suggest that audiences, after Jew Süss, were already 
tiring of anti-Semitic propaganda: “Statements like ‘We’ve seen Jew Süss and 
we’ve enough of Jewish filth’ have been heard.” . . .  Nevertheless, in August 
1941 the German authorities in the occupied Netherlands decreed that every 
Dutch cinema should include The [Eternal] Jew in its programme during the 
following six-month period. And so the film became at the same time a prelude 
to the holocaust, a propagandist’s excuse for it, and a perverted documentary-
format record of its early stages. [Note: Taylor used the title The Wandering 
Jew for this film.] (pp. 204–205)

Hoffman (1996) laid the blame for this film squarely at the feet of Fritz 
Hippler: “It was he who put together the morally most perfidious, intellectu-
ally most underhanded, and ideologically most perverse mishmash that has 
ever been produced . . . only human scum could bring out such a diabolical 
work” (p. 172). The film was undoubtedly one of the most “effective” of all 
the Nazi propaganda films, and the actions that followed are a matter of 
historical record. When the film was first shown in the Casino Cinema in 
Lodz, Poland, in January 1941, some 200,000 Jews were crammed into the 
local ghetto by Nazi decree. Shortly thereafter, almost the total Jewish popu-
lation was deported and liquidated in the concentration camps. (A signifi-
cant part of the film was actually shot on the streets of the Lodz ghetto; thus, 
most of the miserable living conditions ascribed to Jews were actually the 
result of Nazi policies.) The key point in the film was the indoctrinating 
commentary: “Where rats appear, they spread disease and carry destruction 
into the land. They are wily, cowardly, and cruel and appear mostly in large 
numbers—just like the Jews among the humans.” Such directive dialogue 
was to have an inevitable result, for as Hoffman noted, “It is no coincidence 
that the machinery of genocide was set in motion at the same time that this 
‘documentary’ justification of mass murder was released” (p. 176). This film 
remains highly controversial even today. In recent years, distribution of this 
film in the United States for supposedly “historic or academic” purposes has 
been questioned when it was discovered that many neo-Nazi, white suprem-
acist groups were screening it for their members as being a “factual” account 
of Jewish life in prewar Europe.

It is not surprising that, in the face of these rather dour documentary 
films, the biggest box office attraction during this period was the purely 
escapist Grosse Liebe (The Great Love), the story of a soldier’s love, and 
although the film did glorify death in battle, the emotional theme under-
scored the audience’s rejection of blatant propaganda. Commercial Nazi 
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propaganda films, with rare exceptions, failed to find strong overseas mar-
kets and therefore were limited in their influence.

In their use of documentary films for propaganda purposes, however, the 
Nazis were very successful, and they shifted their direct indoctrination efforts 
from feature films to documentaries and newsreels. Hoffman (1996) sug-
gested, “The clear differentiation of propagandistic function by film genre 
showed the Nazis’ surprising sensitivity to the various means for effectively 
influencing the masses” (p. viii). Some war documentaries, as indicated in 
Chapter 3, did create a fear of the German army in many neutral countries, 
but they also had the opposite effect of reinforcing opposition to German 
aggression in countries such as Britain and the United States. The ultimate 
irony is that extracts from captured copies of these documentaries were used 
by Hollywood director Frank Capra as a central part of his powerful series 
of Why We Fight orientation films for the U.S. Army.

Posters were also used extensively throughout the Nazi Reich; these usu-
ally featured bold colors, especially red, and used large, simplistic illustra-
tions and heavy, dominating slogans. Hitler wanted to be an architect in his 
youth, and he always had an appreciation for the visual; he understood the 
importance of strong visual symbols. Even in the period before the Nazis 
were able to dominate newspapers and radio, the poster became the primary 
source of propaganda, displaying especially the Nazi symbol of the swastika, 
the square-jawed pure Aryan Nazi storm trooper, or anti-Semitic images of 
large-nosed Jews. These propaganda images became commonplace after 
Hitler came to power in 1933, and they contributed in no small measure to 
Nazi success (Zeman, 1978).

The Nazis used many propaganda devices, but one they brought to the 
peak of perfection in the modern era was the spectacle. Under the supervi-
sion of Hitler’s official architect, Albert Speer, these lavish public displays 
moved from being mere exhibitions of Nazi might to becoming propagan-
distic works of art designed to evoke an outpouring of emotional fervor and 
support. These gigantic rallies also allowed the people of Germany to per-
ceive Hitler in the context of a restored Germany, with strong overtones 
harking back to the Aryan myths of the past. The annual Nazi Party rallies 
in Nuremberg were special centerpieces for the public affirmation of Nazi 
mythology. The Nuremberg rallies lasted up to 8 days and featured dramatic 
lighting, controlled sound effects, and martial music. With a cast of hundreds 
of thousands, these annual events were calculated to create a strong emo-
tional resonance of patriotic hysteria in the German people. The enormous 
size of the rallies, encompassing participants from all parts of Germany, was 
specifically orchestrated to provide a sense of a pan-German community, 
visibly communicating that all Germans accepted the single ideology of 
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Nazism. Ward Rutherford (1978) pointed out that Goebbels regarded these 
rallies as important because they were an effective substitute for actual par-
ticipation in policymaking by the populace. In several speeches, Goebbels 
made the point that taking part in such a rally was regarded as superior to 
voting in a democracy!

Finally, Nazi propaganda made extensive use of a wide variety of carefully 
designed symbols to emphasize Nazi power and authority. These included the 
eagle, the Nazi “martyr’s” blood, marching (especially the goose step), the 
Heil salute, the carrying of swords and daggers, the use of fire, the swastika, 
and the flag (Delia, 1971). Some symbols were more blatant than others, such 
as the skull and crossbones insignia worn by members of the Gestapo. The 
Nazis were particularly adept at using architecture and sculpture as propa-
ganda media, and Speer masterminded the massive restructuring of Berlin 

Figure 5.9  This is just part of a crowd of 151,000 who attended 
the Party Day celebrations in Nuremberg in 1933 to 
listen to Hitler’s speech. Note the massive display of 
flags in the background and Hitler, thrust out on the 
podium by himself. Such massive displays were an 
essential part of Nazi propaganda, designed to 
demonstrate public solidarity with the policies of the 
Nazi Party.
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and other large-scale construction projects ordered by Hitler to reflect his 
“Thousand Year Reich.” Hitler apparently wanted to leave a monument to 
himself that would have dwarfed all such monuments from the past, includ-
ing a triumphal arch that would have been 550 feet wide, 392 feet deep, and 
386 feet high. Recanting after the war, Speer (1970) called this “architectural 
megalomania.”

In recent years there has been a re-evaluation of Adolf Hitler’s role in 
shaping German culture during the Nazi era. Frederic Spotts (2003), in his 
controversial book Hitler and the Power of Aesthetics, notes of German art-
ists, musicians, writers, and filmmakers:

They were not the innocents they later claimed to be. . . . They were not cor-
rupted by Hitler, they were eager volunteers in his cultural design without any 
regard for the moral consequences. . . . 

He concludes further:

Hitler did not inject ideology into the arts. It was always there, and, as phi-
losophers from the time of Plato observed, it was always and necessarily there. 
This is why even in democratic societies today there are continuous threats 
against free artistic expression justified with the same arguments Hitler used 
about corrupting the public mind. . . . 

The artist creates his own world out of nothing. Hitler took the existing 
world and tried to turn it into his own. His dream was to create a culture-state 
in which Germans were to listen to music he liked, attend operas he loved, see 
paintings and sculptures he collected and admire the buildings he constructed. 
That was to be his legacy. . . . 

More than any other single person, Hitler made the twentieth century what 
it was and largely created the world we live in today. (Spotts, 2003, pp. 400–401)

One major advantage the Nazis had in ensuring the success of their domes-
tic propaganda campaigns was their total control over Germany. By 1933, 
there were no competing propaganda messages of any consequence to distract 
the German public. The educational system, like the Russian, was an instru-
ment of state policy and geared to provide an ideological justification of anti-
Semitism and Nazi values. In fact, anti-Semitism became the underpinning of 
the Nazi propaganda campaign, as the Jews were blamed for everything that 
was wrong with Germany and the West. Jews were called decadent capitalists 
or godless Bolsheviks at the same time; it did not “matter that much” if the 
rhetoric was clearly contradictory, for Hitler’s principles of propaganda 
required that a scapegoat be found, and anti-Semitism served both political 
and social ends. Through the persistent reinforcement of these messages, 
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Hitler was able to achieve a fiery nationalism by convincing the German 
people that ridding themselves of Jews would create an undefiled, uncor-
rupted, pure Aryan nation. Socially, anti-Semitism was evoked to provide a 
rationale for German failure, as well as a reason to hope for a better future 
“once the problem had been taken care of.” This was a classic propaganda 
ploy; Hitler was able to both demoralize the Jews and mobilize hatred against 
them, thus providing a justification for his political and social policies.

In the long run, Hitler’s domestic propaganda campaigns were successful, 
and only defeat on the battlefield finally ended the terror within Germany. 
In his study of German propaganda, The War That Hitler Won, Robert 
Herzstein (1978) made a strong case for considering the overwhelming suc-
cess of Hitler’s propaganda efforts in the context of their times. Since 1945, 
we have concentrated on the loss of the war by the Nazis while ignoring 
their incredible propaganda victories in Germany and elsewhere. Even after 
the Allies had liberated a few concentration camps, German leaders were still 

Figure 5.10  The exterior of the House of German Art in Munich, 
another example of Nazi architecture designed by Paul 
Troost. Hitler had a particular interest in and fondness 
for this building, because it was used to exhibit only 
artwork that had been officially approved by the Nazis 
as meeting the ideals of “Aryan culture.”
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Figure 5.11  The German Pavilion at the Paris World Exhibition in 
1937. This international exhibition, held at a time 
when fascism was rising in Europe, provided an 
opportunity for the Germans and the Soviets to use 
their pavilion architecture as propaganda symbolizing 
the power of their respective countries. Designed by 
Albert Speer, the German pavilion stood opposite the 
Soviet pavilion and featured a 500-foot tower, crowned 
with the symbol of state—the eagle with a swastika. 
Built of “German iron and stone,” it was intended to 
be left standing after the exhibition was over as a 
“sacred piece of German earth.” It is not clear how the 
French authorities felt about this. The magazine Art 
Digest commented at the time that this building “can 
only be seen as an expression of Fascist brutality.”
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Figure 5.12  The Russian Pavilion at the Paris World Exhibition in 
1937. The Russian Pavilion provided a slightly 
different propaganda perspective on the “power of the 
state,” as symbolized by architecture. Designed by 
Boris Iofan, it was planned to be a combination of 
architecture, sculpture, and the other arts. The 
sculpture on top, titled “Worker and Collective Farm 
Woman,” was claimed in the special pavilion brochure 
as bearing “the definite imprint of the artistic method 
we call Socialist Realism.” Again, Art Digest suggested 
that this building “was in the same spirit” of brutality 
as the German one.
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advocating the extermination of Jews and Bolsheviks and were blaming the 
loss of the war on these groups. Ultimately, Nazism and its abhorrent racial 
philosophies could only be defeated on the battlefield. Unfortunately, many 
of Nazism’s worst aspects, particularly anti-Semitism, continue to manifest 
themselves in modern society. It is fascinating to note the continued, some 
would say increased, interest that exists in all things pertaining to the Nazis. 
Every year, hundreds of books, both fiction and nonfiction, are published on 
the subject; movies and television shows on Nazis, both past and present, 
continue to occupy our screens; Nazi paraphernalia, such as badges, medals, 
daggers, and flags (most of them fake copies), are sold at flea markets to 
collectors; and so-called neo-Nazi groups such as the skinheads continue to 
claim inspiration from the racial ideologies of Hitler. A search of the Internet 
soon turns up many websites devoted to aspects of Nazism, both pro and 
con. Sadly, the symbology and racist ideologies of the Nazis are evoked with 
regularity by so-called white supremacist groups who see in this philosophy 
a justification of their own beliefs.

Why all this interest after more than 50 years? Clearly, the material sym-
bology of the Nazis has left a powerful memory in our culture. We are per-
versely fascinated by a society and its culture that could have had such high 
aspirations and intellect on the surface but committed such unspeakable 
cruelties to achieve those ends. How could a society that gave us Bach, 
Beethoven, and Goethe have also given us Buchenwald? We all recognize the 
popular culture image of the cultured Nazi officer, in his well-cut military 
uniform, listening to the music of Wagner while at the same time ordering 
the deaths of hundreds of Jewish prisoners. Robert Herzstein (1978) was 
right: The historical persistence of these images is a testament to the strength 
of Nazi propaganda. (For an interesting examination of how the image of 
Hitler has become part of modern popular culture, see Alvin Rosenfeld, 
Imagining Hitler, 1985.)

World War II

In many ways, the propaganda efforts of the belligerent nations in World 
War II were predictable, following the discovery of the potential of psycho-
logical warfare in World War I. The major difference, as we have already 
noted in Chapter 3, is that radio became the principal means of sending 
propaganda messages to foreign countries. The traditional propaganda 
media of pamphlets, posters, and motion pictures were again used but with 
an increased awareness of the psychology of human behavior. On all sides, 
psychologists were put to work on devising the best methods of appeal, 
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taking into consideration specific cultural and social factors relative to the 
intended target audience. This was a far cry from the rather “buckshot” 
approach taken earlier and indicated the seriousness with which psycho-
logical warfare was being waged. On both fronts—the European and the 
Pacific—American propaganda experts from the various agencies created 
to coordinate domestic and overseas propaganda activities were careful to 
use scientific methods where possible in devising their campaigns. In par-
ticular, emphasis on atrocity propaganda was to be downplayed, except 
where this served a deliberate purpose, such as President Roosevelt’s 
delayed announcement of the Japanese execution of the American flyers 
shot down over Tokyo.

One of the most controversial problems facing historians examining 
World War II is why the issue of the treatment of German concentration 
camp victims received such little public acknowledgment until almost the 
end of the war. The showing of the startling black-and-white newsreel foot-
age of the liberation of these camps was the first time that most Americans 
had a clear idea of what really happened. Would the earlier revelation of the 
treatment of the Jews and others in the camps have made a difference in 
when the United States entered the war? How much of this indifference can 
be blamed on a reaction to World War I atrocity propaganda? Was there a 
strain of anti-Semitism in the U.S. Department of State during the early years 
of the war that deliberately underplayed the plight of the Jews?

In the late 1930s, the policy of U.S. opposition to immigration in general 
was motivated by the grave economic pressures, the high unemployment 
rate, and social frustration and disillusionment. However, the United States’ 
refusal to support specifically Jewish immigration stemmed from something 
else, namely anti-Semitism, which had increased in the late 1930s and con-
tinued to rise in the 1940s. During the years before Pearl Harbor, more than 
a hundred anti-Semitic organizations were responsible for pumping hate 
propaganda throughout American society. This was an important ingredient 
in America’s negative response to Jewish refugees.

Both sides made much more extensive use of white, black, and gray pro-
paganda through the medium of radio, as the new medium provided the 
ideal opportunity to establish contact over long distances without necessar-
ily revealing the source of the message. Clandestine radio stations were 
established that broadcast both true and false information to the enemy, and 
special commentators were used to create the illusion of broadcasts coming 
from within their own countries. (The most detailed histories of this interest-
ing subject are Soley, 1989, and Soley & Nichols, 1987.) The British, through 
the services of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), were particularly 
adept at this, establishing several black propaganda stations aimed at both 
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German domestic and military targets. These stations, by essentially broad-
casting the truth about wartime conditions, were able to make a consider-
able impact on the German people and often caused confusion on the 

Figure 5.13  One of the most popular series of propaganda posters 
in Britain was that drawn by Fougasse (Cyril Kenneth 
Bird), which showed, in a whimsical style, the danger 
of talking carelessly. Here two ladies on the upper deck 
of a bus are unaware that Hitler and General Goering 
are sitting behind them.
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military front (Roetter, 1974). This emphasis on truth, which became the 
basic philosophy for the BBC, proved to be an extremely powerful propa-
ganda weapon, and by the end of the war, the German civilian population 
was listening to these broadcasts to find out about conditions in their  
own country.

On the domestic front, in both Britain and the United States, extensive 
campaigns were devised to boost home front morale. Particularly in Britain, 
where the German Luftwaffe had created chaos with its bombing raids, it 
was essential that the population be kept from panic. Again, the Ministry of 
Information, which was charged with this task, realized that truth was their 
greatest propaganda device, but their experts had a difficult time persuading 
the government to adopt this tactic. Eventually, the ministry won its argu-
ment that, in fighting totalitarianism, Britain should not borrow its weapons 
of lies and censorship but instead should rely on the sensibility and tough-
ness of the British people, taking them into the government’s confidence. 
Although the entire truth was not always revealed, in the long run, such 
propaganda tactics played an important part in maintaining the high morale 
of the British public, even during the darkest periods early in the war 
(McLaine, 1979).

In the United States, the problems were different, and the major emphasis 
was placed on providing a clear rationale to the American people about why 
they were fighting the war in Europe. (There was no equivocation about why 
the Pacific War was necessary.) President Roosevelt had to be careful to 
gauge American public opinion regarding support to enter a European con-
flict before committing the nation to a long and bloody conflict. The attack 
on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, gave him the incident he needed “to 
change the popular mood and enable him to lead a united and determined 
America into the war” (Casey, 2001, p. 45).

As mentioned in Chapter 4, it was deemed necessary to provide the 
American fighting man with an orientation to the reasons why he was being 
asked to risk his life. The Why We Fight films were compulsory viewing for 
enlisted men, and the first of these, Prelude to War, was also shown to civil-
ian audiences throughout the nation in 1943. These films were the subjects 
of important research into the effects of propaganda messages on specific 
audiences. Using all the mass media, the Office of War Information (OWI), 
the organization charged with handling domestic propaganda before 1943, 
created immediate antagonism with what had always been a “free press.” 
The American mass media were not used to being told what they could or 
could not do, and full cooperation with the government came only after a 
series of delicate negotiations. OWI officials were eager to have the domestic 
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entertainment media use their considerable power to propagandize to the 
American public in a more blatant fashion than the media executives 
thought necessary. In the long run, the OWI reduced its demands in the face 
of congressional disapproval and suspicion that it was being used by 
President Roosevelt to further his own personal domestic policies. Allan 

Figure 5.14  An American civilian poster, ca. 1943. This poster, 
produced and distributed by the Texaco Company, was 
posted on factory and office bulletin boards as a 
reminder that civilians were also important in the war 
effort. The caricature of the Japanese soldier is typical 
of the period.
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Winkler (1978), in his history of the OWI, suggested that the eventual suc-
cess of the American propaganda campaigns, both domestic and abroad, was 
that they “sketched the war as a struggle for the American way of life and 
stressed the components—both spiritual and material—that . . . made 
America great” (pp. 156–157).

Figure 5.15  The availability of propaganda images such as this, 
taken out of their wartime context, continues to be a 
problem. This cartoon by Edwin Marcus portrays the 
Japanese enemy as an apelike barbarian, a familiar 
device used by both sides. After the Japanese executed 
captured American airmen, who had bombed Tokyo 
on April 18, 1942, President Roosevelt referred to the 
“barbarous execution by the Japanese government,” 
inspiring this caricature.
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Post–World War II Conflicts

Four major wars have involved the United States since 1945. In the first two 
conflicts, Korea and Vietnam, the ideological battle between communism 
and capitalism was the underlying factor; in the case of the Persian Gulf, the 
United States and its allies decided that Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait could not 
be tolerated within the context of shifting world power, particularly the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union as a protective force for Iraq, and emphasized the 

Figure 5.16  Here again, cartoonist Sy Moyer portrays the Japanese 
General Tojo as a murderous beast, dripping with 
blood. The Japanese never fully understood how much 
their atrocities inflamed the American public and 
worked against them in the propaganda war.
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need to “protect” the world’s oil supply from falling into Saddam Hussein’s 
hands. In the fourth and most recent conflict, the invasion of Iraq, the U.S. 
administration decided that the threat posed by Saddam Hussein, 10 years 
after his initial defeat, required a full-scale military operation to effect a 
regime change and to prevent the use of “weapons of mass destruction” that 
he supposedly was holding. Each of these conflicts involved using very dif-
ferent propagandistic strategies because of the international political alli-
ances then in effect and the nature of the public response on the home front. 
The varied success of these strategies underlined the need to understand the 
culture of those to whom the propaganda was being directed.

The Korean War, 1950 to 1953

The Korean conflict began on June 25, 1950, when the Soviet-backed 
government of North Korea invaded South Korea. Even this issue is still in 
dispute, and some evidence suggests that South Korea may have been the 
initial aggressor. The United Nations (UN) Security Council met in an emer-
gency session and passed a resolution that demanded withdrawal of the 
North Korean troops and also authorized UN members to assist in the 
execution of the resolution. The Soviet Union had been boycotting the UN 
and was therefore not present to cast a veto in the Security Council. 
Eventually, the UN Security Council authorized a UN military force “police 
action” to repel the armed attack, with troops from several nations under the 
command of U.S. General Douglas MacArthur. American troops eventually 
composed about half of the fighting forces. During the next 3 years, the 
opposing armies fought each other up and down the Korean peninsula. On 
December 31, 1950, about 400,000 Chinese troops entered the war to sup-
plement the 100,000 North Korean soldiers. In a blatant piece of interna-
tional propaganda, the communist Chinese government disavowed official 
participation in the war, claiming that all the Chinese troops were volunteers 
who had decided to help their beleaguered North Korean comrades. 
Eventually, largely through the use of superior air power, the UN forces were 
able to drive the North Koreans and the Chinese back across the 38th paral-
lel by June 1951. Truce talks then began that continued until an armistice 
was signed on July 27, 1953. (These peace talks were, without doubt, the 
most contentious in the history of warfare.) Negotiations on the exact condi-
tions of the truce and other issues between the opposing forces, however, 
continue even today, nearly 60 years after the event, and technically the 
conflict has never really ended.

The propaganda aspects of the Korean conflict were very disturbing for 
the Americans. Coming out of the propaganda successes of World War II, the 
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U.S. military was suddenly confronted with a very different type of propa-
ganda from the communists. This time, the propaganda battle was being 
fought in the arena of world opinion, and the vast international audience was 
divided between the opposing ideological forces of communism and capital-
ism. The United States, which for most of the 20th century had been on the 
side of “good,” suddenly found itself on the defensive after being accused of 
being the “bad guy.” Early in 1952, the communists charged the UN forces 
with using germ warfare as a means of explaining the series of epidemics then 
sweeping the civilian and military populations of North Korea. Pictures of 
insects supposedly dropped by UN planes were shown to the world’s press. 
The North Koreans tried to force captured UN pilots to admit their complic-
ity, and in May 1952, two American pilots “confessed” their guilt. These 
confessions came after 4 months of intensive physical and psychological 
torture. Of the 78 pilots subjected to such pressures, 30 succumbed, whereas 
the other 48 resisted all forms of torture. At the end of the war, the germ 
warfare charges were proven groundless, and all repatriated pilots repudiated 
their confessions. These reports were widely circulated throughout the world, 
however, and even today continue to be part of the communist mythology 
about the Korean conflict. Such accusations, once made, are very difficult to 
eradicate totally from the historical record, particularly when the audience 
may be predisposed to accept the veracity of the information.

The issue of prisoner exchanges also proved to be a major propaganda 
ploy for both sides. The UN troops captured 171,000 communist prisoners, 
of whom slightly more than 20,000 were Chinese. It soon became obvious 
that more than one half of the North Korean prisoners and two thirds of the 
Chinese prisoners were violently opposed to being repatriated to their com-
munist homelands. The North Korean armistice negotiators did not wish to 
acknowledge this, demanding that all prisoners be repatriated. The commu-
nists even arranged to have trained political agitators deliberately taken pris-
oner to maintain ideological control among their prisoners and to foment 
trouble in the prisoner of war (POW) camps. The result was that several 
violent riots took place in the camps in early 1952. In many cases, prisoners 
were forcibly tattooed with either pro- or anticommunist slogans that turned 
them into living political billboards, thus making them unacceptable to the 
other side. Eventually, those prisoners who wanted to return home were 
allowed to do so after the armistice in July 1953, and nearly 100,000 for-
merly communist troops elected not to return to their home countries. About 
15,000 Chinese prisoners decided to go to Formosa (Taiwan). This issue 
provided the U.S. Information Agency (USIA) with a choice propaganda 
plum, and motion pictures, broadcast interviews, and press features about the 
defecting prisoners were sent all over the world (Sorensen, 1968).
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The Korean War must be seen as an integral part of the Cold War. As 
such, it represented a major opportunity for both sides to propagandize on 
a worldwide scale. In the end, the West may have won the battle, but the 
prolonged, contentious peace talks and the strong feelings on both sides 
engendered by the POW issue did not bring about a cessation of ideological 
hostilities. The escalated levels and viciousness of the propaganda battles of 
the Korean War forced the U.S. government to reexamine its own propa-
ganda techniques and activities and did much to strengthen the role of the 
USIA and other agencies charged with shaping America’s image at home 
and abroad.

The Korean War and the “Brainwashing” Issue

In the aftermath of the Korean War, a new word entered our language to 
describe a disturbing type of coercion that was soon added to the many lists 
of synonyms for propaganda. This word was brainwashing, taken from the 
Chinese term hse nao—“wash brain.” Chinese communist leader Mao Tse-
tung had used the term ssu-hsiang tou-cheng, or “thought struggle,” as early 
as 1929 to denote what is now called “mind control” or “thought control.” 
The term has acquired a very sinister connotation and, in recent years, has 
been widely associated with the type of thought control associated with cults 
groups, although scientific evidence that “brainwashing” is a viable psycho-
logical concept is conflicting (Singer & Lalich, 1995).

The most disturbing aspect of the Korean propaganda war for 
Americans and Britons was that, after the prisoners returned home from 
their ordeals, it was revealed that a substantial portion—perhaps 15% 
among Americans—had actively collaborated with the enemy and that 
only a few—about 5%—had resisted all communist efforts to indoctrinate 
them or to use them for propaganda purposes. The remainder, generally 
apathetic, had not been collaborators but had given in to some degree to 
communist pressures (Dupuy, 1965). The extensive and expert brainwash-
ing encountered by Korean War prisoners was an entirely new form of 
coercive propaganda and caused much discussion within the U.S. military 
and among academicians interested in propaganda techniques. This led to 
both a general belief that the men had not been adequately prepared to 
withstand the psychological and physical tortures they would encounter 
and a reassessment of what ideological training they should have received.

After the former POWs returned home, many of them were subjected to 
courts of inquiry investigating their cooperation with the enemy; this was 
especially so for the pilots who had “confessed” to having participated in 
germ warfare bombings. In one famous case, renowned Dutch psychiatrist 
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Joost Meerlo gave evidence on behalf of U.S. Marine Corps Colonel Frank H. 
Schwable, who had been so charged. After his repatriation, Colonel Schwable 
had signed a repudiation of his confession and described the horrors of his 
long months of imprisonment. Of his confession, he said, “The words were 
mine, but the thoughts were theirs. This is the hardest thing I have to 
explain: how a man can sit down and write something he knows is false, and 
yet, to sense it, to feel it, to make it seem real” (Meerlo, 1956, pp. 3–4). 
Meerlo noted that after the colonel was captured, he was not treated as a 
prisoner of war but rather as a victim who could be used for propaganda 
purposes. As such, he was subjected to a range of physical and emotional 
torture aimed at breaking him down mentally. Meerlo outlined for the court 
the exact process whereby this was done. He told the court,

In my opinion hardly anyone can resist such treatment. It all depends on the 
ego strength of the person and the exhaustive technique of the inquisitor. Each 
man has his own limit of endurance, but that this limit can nearly always be 
reached and even surpassed is supported by clinical evidence. (p. 14)

Meerlo (1956) called this process “mentacide”—from the Latin mens, 
“the mind,” and caedere, “to kill,” and noted,

It is an organized system of psychological intervention and judicial perversion 
through which a powerful dictator can imprint his own opportunistic thoughts 
upon the minds of those he plans to use and destroy. The terrorized victims 
finally find themselves compelled to express complete conformity to the 
tyrant’s wishes . . . his confession can be used for propaganda, for the old war, 
to instill fear and terror, to accuse the enemy falsely, or to exercise a constant 
mental pressure on others. (p. 10)

In a dramatic moment in the inquiry, Meerlo (1956) told the court that 
“nearly anybody subjected to the treatment meted out to Colonel Schwable 
could be forced to write and sign a similar confession.” The colonel’s attor-
ney asked, “Anyone in this room, for instance?” and Meerlo, looking in turn 
at each of the officers sitting in judgment, replied firmly, “Anyone in this 
room” (p. 16). The Schwable case was ultimately decided in the colonel’s 
favor, but the legacy of the brainwashing scare remained.

One bizarre reaction to the brainwashing scare was that the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) started its own program of “behavior control” 
experimentation. This program, named MK-ULTRA, was authorized in 
April 1953 by CIA Director Allen Dulles. The unusual and sometimes inhu-
mane tests conducted by the MK-ULTRA program were revealed in the few 
remaining documents made public in the early 1970s, although the program 
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had apparently ceased in 1963, and most of the documents relating to 
MK-ULTRA were destroyed by the CIA in 1972. The most notorious of 
these experiments involved the use of lysergic acid diethylamide, or LSD. 
The CIA was intrigued by this drug and hoped it could be used to disorient 
and manipulate target foreign leaders, as well as loosen tongues during 
interrogations. These experiments were part of a frantic attempt to give the 
United States an advantage in the “mind wars” precipitated by the interna-
tional tensions of the Cold War, and they did not stop there. The CIA 
research program included many other unusual investigations relating to 
the science of mind control, including the potential of numerous parapsy-
chological phenomena such as hypnosis, telepathy, precognition, photoki-
nesis, and “remote viewing”—being able to see remote places in the mind 
(Marks, 1979).

This disconcerting legacy of the Korean War, together with the increasing 
power of world communism, called into question the ideological and moral 
strength of the United States. This apparent weakness was a major plank in 
the anticommunist platform from which Senator Joseph McCarthy and his 
followers were able to create their national hysteria about the depth of com-
munist influence in the United States. Among the many far-reaching results of 
this renewed nationalism was the requirement that teachers and professors 
sign oaths of loyalty and the revamping of school and university curricula to 
emphasize American history and culture (Schrecker, 1986). In the military, the 
Uniform Code of Military Justice was also rewritten to outline the behavior 
expected from prisoners subjected to brainwashing by their captors.

The Vietnam War

In Vietnam in 1965, the United States launched what was at the time the 
largest propaganda campaign in the history of warfare. The history of the 
Vietnam conflict is a complex one, having its origins in the almost 2,000-
year struggle of the Vietnamese people against outside invaders. First the 
Chinese and Mongols, and then, in the 19th century, the French tried to turn 
Vietnam into a colony, but each time the largely peasant armies were eventu-
ally able to defeat the intruders. Starting in the 1930s and continuing 
throughout the Japanese occupation during World War II, the Vietnamese 
Communist Party (many of whose members had been trained in Moscow in 
the 1920s) were adroitly able to fashion a program of nationalism that fused 
anticolonialism and anticapitalism and that blamed the French colonial sys-
tem for all the country’s ills. At the conclusion of the war in 1945 the coun-
try was split by many competing political factions, but all were opposed to 
French colonial rule. The communists took a leading role in the struggle, 
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which culminated in the expulsion of the French from Indochina in 1954. 
This led to a divided Vietnam—the communists in the North, with their 
capitol Hanoi, and the noncommunists in the South, with their capitol 
Saigon. When many diplomatic efforts failed to reunite the country, the 
National Liberation Front (Viet Cong) was formed to hasten the collapse of 
the southern republic and lay the groundwork for reunification. The United 
States provided “advisers,” as well as financial and military aid, to bolster 
the democratic Saigon government, but by 1964, the fighting had escalated 
to the point that it appeared certain the communists would win. At this 
point, the United States decided to send increased numbers of American 
soldiers to fight with the South Vietnamese.

The Gulf of Tonkin Incident

The immediate pretext used by the U.S. government to justify its entry 
into the Vietnam conflict was the Gulf of Tonkin incident. On August 2, 
1964, the USS Maddox, an intelligence-gathering vessel, was involved in an 
“incident” in the Gulf of Tonkin, 30 miles off the coast of Vietnam, when it 
was the subject of an “unprovoked attack” from North Vietnamese gun-
boats. During the “battle,” one North Vietnamese patrol boat was severely 
damaged, and the rest were chased off by U.S. air support from the carrier 
USS Ticonderoga. Another attack took place on August 4 on the Maddox 
and USS C. Turner Joy; this time, it was claimed that the North Vietnamese 
had fired torpedoes. Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara wasted no 
time in informing Congress of these events, telling the lawmakers that he had 
“unequivocal proof” of the second “unprovoked attack” on U.S. ships. 
Within hours of McNamara’s revelations, on August 7, 1964, Congress 
passed support for Tonkin Gulf Resolution 88–2, with only Senators Wayne 
Morse (D–Oregon) and Ernest Gruening (D–Alaska) voting nay; the House 
voted 416 to 0 in support, and the United States was plunged into the only 
war it has ever lost. McNamara’s account, backed by the Johnson adminis-
tration, did not go unchallenged in Congress. Senator Morse dubbed the 
conflict “McNamara’s War” and noted that U.S. vessels were “conveniently 
standing by” when these incidents allegedly took place. Morse prophetically 
closed his argument by saying, “I believe that within the next century, future 
generations will look with dismay and great disappointment upon a 
Congress which is now about to make such a historic mistake” (Ford, 1997, 
p. 3). Since 1964, a series of “official” revelations has made it clear that the 
entire Gulf of Tonkin incident was deliberately staged to provoke the North 
Vietnamese into an attack and then to exaggerate the nature and extent of 
this attack. (See the summary of such revelations in Ford, 1997.)
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The propaganda surrounding the Gulf of Tonkin incident, precipitating the 
escalation of a U.S. military presence, became symbolic of the entire strategy 
of the propaganda effort in the Vietnam War. President Lyndon Johnson, 
eager to be reelected in 1964, resorted to an elaborate form of black propa-
ganda to justify the wider use of the U.S. military. Once begun in this fashion, 
a significant portion of the propaganda associated with the war was deliber-
ate distortion (the “body count” reports from U.S. military press briefings—
the “five o’clock follies,” as the press dubbed them) or outright lies (the total 
number of troops involved and exactly where they were fighting). Even after 
Richard Nixon succeeded Johnson as president, this policy continued, with 
Nixon’s infamous duplicity regarding the nature and extent of U.S. military 
operations in the neighboring country of Cambodia. This widespread practice 
of black and sometimes gray propaganda by the administration took its toll 
in terms of public credibility and trust. As has been noted several times, this 
is the dilemma of propaganda in democracies: Eventually, most “secrets” 
become public, and the inability to “control” the competing information 
sources undermines the “official” propaganda efforts.

“Hearts and Minds”: The Propaganda Campaign

The direct intervention of U.S. forces certainly ensured the survival of the 
South Vietnamese government for the short run, but it also allowed the pro-
paganda of the communists, both from the North and from inside South 
Vietnam itself, to claim that once again the country was being invaded by 
foreigners and colonial oppressors. The long-term communist propaganda 
appeal to all the Vietnamese people was to “save Vietnam from American 
imperialism” (Chandler, 1981, pp. 7–9). This nationalistic, anticolonial 
appeal, combined with other military factors, eventually triumphed in the 
face of the far superior firepower of the combined American and South 
Vietnamese forces.

Official U.S. government propaganda efforts (termed psychological 
operations) began in Vietnam in 1954, during the period of transition from 
French rule, when anticommunist rumor campaigns were conducted in both 
North and South Vietnam. As the insurgency escalated, so did the propa-
ganda efforts, and by the early 1960s, three special agencies were assisting 
the South Vietnamese propaganda and psychological warfare programs: the 
U.S. Information Service (USIS—the overseas arm of the USIA), the U.S. 
Department of State’s Agency for International Development (USAID), and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s Military Assistance Command (MACV). Although 
they were supposed to coordinate their efforts, the activities of these three 
agencies were marked by duplication and inefficiency. To many observers, 
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the “hearts and minds” battle being waged from South Vietnam was simply 
not working. As a result, on July 1, 1965, the Joint U.S. Public Affairs Office 
(JUSPAO) became the delegated authority for all propaganda activities. The 
MACV was to continue to operate as the military psychological warfare 
branch, but under the control of the JUSPAO. This organization was under 
the supervision of the USIA but operationally subordinate to the U.S. 
ambassador to the Republic of South Vietnam (Chandler, 1981). The 
JUSPAO was invited to become an active participant in the U.S. Mission 
Council, the ambassador’s highest policymaking body. Chandler (1981) 
noted that “it was the first meaningful American attempt to integrate the 
psychological aspect of foreign policy with the political, economic, and 
military instruments” (p. 27).

The JUSPAO had two major propaganda objectives: The first was to 
undermine and eventually abolish support for the communist regime in 
North Vietnam; the second was to win the “hearts and minds” of the South 
Vietnamese and solid support for a prodemocratic and nationalistic South 
Vietnam. To achieve these goals, three audiences were targeted: The first 
were the communist soldiers (the Viet Cong) and their supporters within 
South Vietnam, the second were the masses and elites of North Vietnam, and 
the third were the noncommunists in South Vietnam.

The propaganda campaign aimed at the Viet Cong was known as Chieu 
Hoi, meaning “open arms.” The basic message was “Give up the fight and 
return to the folds of the government of Vietnam!” Under this program, Viet 
Cong surrendering to the Republic of Vietnam were guaranteed protection, 
medication, and rehabilitation with new jobs in the south. The media used 
to convey these messages were mainly surrender leaflets and broadcasts from 
low-flying aircraft. It is estimated that, during the 7 years it operated in 
Vietnam, the USIA, supported by the armed forces, dropped nearly 50 billion 
leaflets—nearly “1,500 for every person in both parts of the country” 
(Chandler, 1981, p. 3). Five specific propaganda appeals were used in the 
Chieu Hoi program:

 1. The “fear of death” appeal. The leaflets depicted dead soldiers, including 
decapitations and severe maimings, under headlines reading “Continue your 
struggle against the National Cause, and you will surely die a mournful death 
like this.”

 2. The hardships endured by the Viet Cong. The soldiers were reminded of their 
poor living conditions and their desires to be with their families.

 3. The loss of faith in a communist victory. Combined with the fear of death, 
this appeal gave the numbers of communist dead and suggested that the Viet 
Cong were being betrayed by their leaders.
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 4. The soldier’s concern for his family and the hardships they faced without 
him. This appeal was aimed at the central role the family played in 
Vietnamese culture and was one of the most successful. Leaflets typically 
depicted a worried family or a father playing with his son. The captions 
stated, “Chieu Hoi means to be reunited with your loved ones. It means 
escape from your loneliness.”

 5. The last appeal was in reality a combination of all of the others and coalesced 
around the theme of disillusionment with the war. This focused on the sol-
dier’s insecurities and was supposed to make him question the decisions of 
the authorities. A typical leaflet read, “Your leaders have deceived you to a 
lonely death far from your home, your family and your ancestors.”

The net effect of these campaigns is difficult to assess. Ernest and Edith 
Bairdain, of Human Sciences Research, conducted a special study of the 
Chieu Hoi propaganda campaign and found that in terms of numbers of 
defectors, the campaign was quite successful but that these were mainly 
lower ranking and the least ideologically motivated individuals (Chandler, 
1981). Between 1963 and 1972, more than 200,000 people came over to the 
South Vietnamese side. Most of these were simply people who had been 
swept up into communist service. They included relatively fewer teachers, 
physicians, division commanders, and so forth. Most important, very few 
North Vietnamese soldiers defected because they were far from their families 
and believed in the justness of the communist goal of liberating the south 
from the American “colonialists.” The northern soldiers were also very resis-
tant to surrender proposals and other propaganda appeals and were 
expected to uphold their honor by fighting until they died. In an assessment 
made of the Vietnam propaganda efforts by the Rand Corporation in 1970, 
specialist Konrad Kellen noted that “neither our military actions nor our 
political or psywar efforts seem to have made an appreciable dent on the 
enemy’s overall motivation and morale structure” (Chandler, 1981, p. 96).

Several other factors mitigated against a successful propaganda effort to 
capture the hearts and minds of the North Vietnamese; foremost among these 
was the decision to try to bomb the north into submission. This bombing 
destroyed the internal transportation systems and agriculture of the north, but 
sustained by heavy support from the Soviet Union and communist China, the 
people showed a remarkable ability to withstand these attacks and carry on 
the war. Chandler (1981) suggested that the bombing had a boomerang effect, 
resulting in a “burst of patriotism” rather than the despair it was intended to 
create. “The [Communist] Party adroitly fanned the fires of anger from these 
attacks and channeled the people’s ire toward hatred of the United States and 
dedication to driving the ‘foreign invaders’ from Vietnam” (p. 147). Americans 
had failed to learn the lesson from the blitz on Britain and the saturation 
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bombing of Germany during World War II—namely, that a direct, frontal 
attack on a society tends to strengthen the will of the people to fight back even 
under the most trying of circumstances. It also has the effect of increasing the 
capacity of the society to better prepare itself for future attacks and to adopt 
measures that allow it to restore vital functions and effect repairs much more 
quickly. The end result was that the “Hate the U.S.” propaganda campaign 
became a very powerful motivating force for the North Vietnamese and is 
generally credited with helping bring about the final victory. The North 
Vietnamese were too dedicated to their cause to be influenced otherwise, and 
many of the large peasant class in the south simply wanted to be left in peace. 
In the final assessment, the massive propaganda efforts of the United States 
and the South Vietnamese proved to be ineffective in penetrating the “ideo-
logical shield” that surrounded the north’s population and armed forces.

The propaganda strategies of the Vietnam War have only received system-
atic study in the past decade. During the conflict itself, the intense domestic 
politicization of the conflict mitigated against objective evaluation of what 
American propaganda was trying to accomplish. In her extensive analysis of 
“official propaganda” in the Vietnam War, Caroline Page (1996) noted that 
the war “required explanation and justification” and that “the presentation 
of a government’s position in the best possible light, to both its home audi-
ence and foreign observers, is an important feature of [government] policy” 
(p. 1). The difficulties the U.S. government had with this “presentation” 
resulted in the enormous internal discontent that doomed massive public 
support for the military effort, as well as set off worldwide opposition.

Page (1996) broke down the presentation problem into two groups of 
factors—the first dealing with the problems of the war itself and the second 
focusing on the significant impact of new communication technologies on 
the mass media.

The War

 • The remoteness of Vietnam from the American continent made it difficult to 
justify fully the “dangers” of the conflict for Americans.

 • The lengthy period of the conflict made it difficult to sustain any propaganda 
strategies. For Page (1996), the key question was, “For how long can a demo-
cratic government keep the supportive interest of its people and allies when 
that nation is not directly threatened?” (p. 2).

 • The type of government in South Vietnam (ever-changing military juntas lack-
ing popular support and seen as corrupt) “contradicted all the political and 
human ideals that the American administration professed to be preserv-
ing . . . and was also seen as making a mockery of America’s own allegiance to 
these ideals” (p. 2).
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 • The initial secrecy surrounding the level of U.S. military involvement in South 
Vietnam resulted in a suspicious public who “became aware of the extent of 
the American commitment only when the war was escalating.” Against this 
background, “the American Administration was caught in a trap of its own 
making” (p. 2).

The Media

 • The spread of modern-day communication networks created an “enlargement” 
of the administration’s scope of media activity, but this also enlarged the poten-
tial number of “rival viewpoints” that had to be countered. The worldwide 
arena of this communications network “limited the possibilities for the suc-
cessful promotion of distinctive propaganda campaigns in different parts of the 
world” (p. 2).

 • The speed of communications ensured that it would be difficult to con-
trol the nature of the “official” propaganda and, importantly, to correct 
mistakes once they were made (which happened often in this complex 
conflict).

What lessons can we learn from the propaganda efforts in the Vietnam 
War? Chandler (1981) pointed out interesting parallels between the Vietnam 
War and the American Revolutionary War, in that both conflicts saw a rela-
tively small group of backward farmers bring a world superpower to its 
knees by protracted and unconventional warfare. In both cases, the odds for 
success were minimal, but “psychologically with both patriotism and a 
vision of the future, the weak prevailed over the mighty—a common denom-
inator in both revolutions was love of country and an uncompromising 
desire to achieve freedom from foreign rule” (p. 256).

Of course, one of the most interesting aspects of the propaganda efforts 
in the Vietnam War were the intense propaganda battles waged on the 
American home front between those who supported the war and those 
who opposed it. As disenchantment with the war grew, it became the cen-
tral focus around which a variety of issues—political, social, and cultural—
revolved. The Vietnam War provided a focus for a younger generation 
seeking to break away from the materialistic values of their parents; for 
many young men, it also raised the issue of being drafted to fight an 
“immoral war”; and eventually, it brought about a major shift in 
American culture and left a legacy of disillusionment and suspicion of 
government. Soldiers returning from Vietnam found that the nation had 
turned its back on them, and they would have to wait until the morally 
uplifting victory of the Gulf War more than 20 years later before they 
received their just recognition.
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The 1991 Gulf War:  
Mobilization of World Public Opinion

The fighting war in the Persian Gulf lasted for 43 days, from the first attacks 
by allied jets on Iraq on the evening of January 17 to the suspension of hos-
tilities on February 28, 1991. These 43 days of dramatic modern warfare 
were the focus of intense analysis by military hardware and strategic experts, 
public opinion analysts, and media scholars. The war actually began, how-
ever, on August 2, 1990, when Iraqi troops stormed the border of Kuwait 
and took control of that country. In the next 5 months leading up to the start 
of actual combat, the world audience was subjected to a barrage of propa-
ganda from all sides in this conflict.

One main objective of propaganda is to achieve acceptance of the propa-
gandist’s ideology by both its own and the other side. In the Gulf War, any 
analysis of the propaganda must start with an analysis of the ideological 
objectives of both sides. Only against this ideological background do these 
propaganda strategies make sense. The dominant ideology of the United 
States is firmly based on the idea of a participatory democratic political 
structure and a free enterprise capitalist economic structure. These are the 
ideological tenets of faith that underlie all U.S. perspectives on other coun-
tries and cultures. The key ideological term is freedom.

Thus, the dominant ideological approach that governed all propaganda 
aimed at the Iraqis and its allies was that the United States was dealing with 
an enemy that denied basic democratic rights to its own citizens, especially 
to those it had conquered. In the Gulf War, the United States was able to 
claim that the “totalitarian Iraqi dictatorship” had invaded and was attempt-
ing to destroy the “freely elected democratic” nation of Kuwait. Official U.S. 
sources said little about the actual lack of democracy (or women’s rights) in 
Kuwait, although this was a key issue for those who opposed the war. In the 
aftermath of the victory in the desert, the failure to restore any semblance of 
democracy in Kuwait only serves to underscore this propaganda ploy. It was 
also a form of ideological propaganda for the United States to (a) appeal 
directly to the Iraqi people to overthrow their tyrant ruler and restore 
democracy and (b) emphasize that the fight was with Saddam Hussein and 
not the Iraqi people.

The Iraqis were much more direct in their ideological propaganda, devel-
oping themes that struck deep into the roots of modern history of the Middle 
East and that centered around the desire for pan-Arabic unity and the need 
to remove all Western influence from the region. Saddam Hussein’s propa-
ganda campaign had few rules, as he used every ploy he could to gain media 
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attention. First, he claimed that Kuwait had wronged his country by deliber-
ately stealing Iraqi oil; then, he claimed that Kuwait was historically part of 
Iraq; and finally, he sought a jihad—a holy war against the infidel because 
the American forces were foreign invaders who were “drinking alcohol, eat-
ing pork, and practicing prostitution” on the holy soil of Islam. These themes 
played quite well with a small group of Arabic countries, particularly Jordan, 
where the dislocated Palestinians were eager to back anyone who opposed 
Israel, but it failed to ignite the Arabic world as Saddam had hoped.

In the long run, although each side used its own dominant ideology as a 
basis for its propaganda efforts, there is little evidence so far that it has had 
any permanent effect on the Persian Gulf region as a whole. The key victory 

Figure 5.17  The “Victory Arch” in Baghdad, constructed in 1989. 
This monument, built from the melted metal remnants 
of weapons from the battle between Iran and Iraq, was 
designed at the special request of President Saddam 
Hussein to commemorate the Iraqi dead. It features 
giant casts of Hussein’s hands and forearms holding 
crossed swords. Higher than the Arc de Triomphe in 
Paris, there are two such arches at each end of the 
avenue. An amalgam of pop art, militarism, and 
religious symbology, these arches have come to 
symbolize Hussein’s total power in Iraq.
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was on the domestic fronts of the Coalition forces, with the emphasis on the 
belief that democracy will triumph over totalitarianism.

Even this victory, however, proved to be brief. Seven years later, Saddam 
Hussein was still in power and continued to defy the United Nations (UN) 
arms inspections teams. The embargo placed on Iraq after the war has come 
under widespread criticism for “denying essential medicines to Iraqi chil-
dren,” and the former Coalition forces are no longer unified in their opposi-
tion to Saddam Hussein. The victory in the Gulf War was the result of an 
unprecedented coming-together of nations and overwhelming armed might 
to meet a specific threat at a specific time. Once that immediate threat was 
negated, there was no further need to retain the military coalition and the 
expedient ideological coherence that was forged to meet that threat.

Figure 5.18  A cartoon by Morin in the Miami Herald, showing 
Saddam Hussein as a vicious spider holding captive the 
world’s oil supply and the American people. Such 
images help to reinforce the public’s image of the 
“enemy” as a dangerous beast, devoid of human 
qualities.

SOURCE: Reprinted by permission of Jim Morin.
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In the United States, the issue of Vietnam was central to understanding 
the propaganda effort, especially that aimed at the home front. The scars 
of Vietnam are deeply etched into the American mind, and the Gulf War 
was clearly fought against this gestalt. In a fascinating bibliometric study 
(Lamay, 1991a) by the Freedom Forum of about 66,000 news stories in 
major newspapers, evening television news programs, and news services 
between August 1, 1990, and February 28, 1991, it was found that the 
word Vietnam appeared 7,299 times overall, “more than any other word 
or term, and nearly three times as often as the runner-up, ‘human shields,’” 
which had 2,588 mentions (p. 41). Of course, many of these mentions of 
Vietnam referred to the previous military experience of the officers, but the 
specific term another Vietnam was “strikingly prevalent” and was nearly 
two thirds of the total. The fear of another Vietnam was initially a negative 
metaphor, but it also set the groundwork for developing a strong propa-
ganda campaign aimed at creating a mood in the American public that 
those experiences would never be repeated. Largely against the back-
ground of the Vietnam experience, such propagandistic messages as “This 
time we’ll fight to win,” “Support the troops in the field even if you don’t 
support the war,” and “Let’s show our gratitude by welcoming home the 
troops” were successful in marshaling the bulk of American public opinion 
to support the war.

Clearly, both sides in the Gulf War thought they “knew” what issues 
would best justify their actions. In a totalitarian society such as Iraq, control 
of the systems of communications allowed the government to set the basic 
agenda, and the various reasons offered for invading Kuwait over the period 
of several months went largely unchallenged (or so it appears; we still do not 
have a complete picture of Iraqi public opinion).

The Bush administration, on analysis, appears to have had the more 
difficult job of selling the impending conflict to the American public, and 
several propaganda strategies were tried before the right combination for 
achieving a public resonance was found. In the first phase, right after the 
invasion of Kuwait, there was a great deal of confusion and uncertainty 
about the administration’s position. Were we there to protect the sover-
eignty of Kuwait, or our oil interests, or the borders of Saudi Arabia? All 
three reasons were offered, either alone or in combination, and the major-
ity of the American public, though supportive of ousting Saddam Hussein 
from Kuwait, were not exactly sure why we were sending massive num-
bers of troops to the area. The second phase came after the November 1 
speech in which President Bush, escalating the verbal offensive, said that 
Saddam Hussein was more brutal than Adolf Hitler. This at least provided 
a context in which the public could assess the need to commit troops, and 
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by November 6, the Pentagon released figures showing that more than 
230,000 troops were deployed in Operation Desert Shield.

The third propaganda phase was the most significant. As the conflict 
escalated toward actual combat, the nature of the news coverage of the Gulf 
War changed. In a very useful study (Lamay, 1991a) conducted by the 
Freedom Forum, the findings from the February/March issue of the Tyndall 
Report (which analyzes network television news) were used to demonstrate 
the emergence of the “yellow ribbon factor.” This can be traced to President 
Bush’s strong emphasis in his State of the Union address in early January on 
the need to support “the boys and the girls” in the Gulf and his avuncular 
concern for their welfare. This speech was aimed at uniting the defeated sup-
porters of sanctions, the proponents of a continued air war, and those who 
argued for a ground offensive and attracted by far the most rousing applause. 
Thus was born “yellow ribbonitis”—the notion of supporting the troops 
regardless of one’s feelings about the war itself. In the 3 weeks prior to 
January 18, 1991, “controversy” stories dominated yellow ribbon stories on 
network news by 45 to 8. In the following 6 weeks, yellow ribbon stories 
came to the fore 36 to 19 (Lamay, 1991b). Here, we have a dramatic quan-
titative measure of “jumping on the bandwagon” (to use one of the ABCs of 
propaganda developed by the Institute for Propaganda Analysis) in order 
not to be left behind as the force of public opinion changed in favor of sup-
porting the troops and going to war. The key questions here are, What issues 
could the peace movement have used to create its own bandwagon? What 
predispositions of the American public made support for the war so over-
whelming? What other propaganda techniques did the Bush administration 
use to bring about successfully this strong coalition of public opinion? 
Finally, one tantalizing question that still needs much examination is why the 
“success” of the Bush administration’s Gulf War propaganda failed to carry 
over into the 1992 presidential campaign.

Using Metaphor and Imagery in the Gulf War

Another important method in maximizing propaganda effectiveness is the 
selected use of the metaphors and images created to enlist public support for 
the propagandist’s position and to explain events that can shape and manip-
ulate public perceptions. Metaphor is extremely significant in our lives, for 
as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) pointed out, “We claim that most of our 
normal conceptual system is metaphorically structured; that is, most con-
cepts are partially understood in terms of other concepts” (p. 56). Thus, the 
use of specific words and images has a direct bearing on how certain events 
are structured in the minds of the public. Key images and concepts are 
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evoked by a careful combination of previous experiences with new events. 
For such metaphorical propaganda to be effective, these images must be 
readily recognizable to the audience being propagandized.

In the initial phases of the conflict, even before Iraq occupied Kuwait, the 
Iraqis had massed thousands of troops on the Kuwaiti border while negotia-
tions over the “oil rights” issue were under way. (The misinterpretation of 
this Iraqi propaganda ploy by the U.S. Department of State has been the 
cause of much concern about the accuracy of U.S. intelligence gathering.) 
For reasons that are still unclear, the Kuwaitis did not appear to take this 
propaganda threat seriously. When the official U.S. response to this specific 
action seemed to be a vague desire for neutrality in the issue, the Iraqis 
turned the psychological propaganda threat into the reality of invasion. The 
question remains, What made Saddam Hussein think that what had clearly 
started out as a psychological warfare ploy could be implemented with rela-
tive impunity? Did the U.S. government and the Kuwaitis misinterpret this 
as yet another form of posturing, which is so common in the Arabic world 
(Patai, 1983)? Once the invasion of Kuwait had been accomplished, a similar 
threat was immediately posed to the Saudi Arabian borders, but this time 
President Bush, setting the stage for his own psychological propaganda, 
made it very clear that “the integrity of Saudi Arabia” was vital to U.S. inter-
ests. On August 8, President Bush told the nation and the Iraqis that “a line 
has been drawn in the sand”—a metaphor (and a pun, considering the geo-
graphic location of the conflict) that has a very precise symbolic meaning for 
the American public. Derived from countless uses in popular culture, this 
“don’t step over the boundary” image crystallized the logistics of the conflict 
for the American public and the rest of the world and provided a clear signal 
to the Iraqis that there was a specific point beyond which the United States 
would engage in military action. The message was obviously very clear, for 
after this statement was made, no further Iraqi expansionist military actions 
were made.

Once the occupation of Kuwait began, a constant stream of psychological 
propaganda was aimed at setting up the specific metaphors by which the 
conflict would be structured for the world audience. (In this particular 
instance, because of the role of CNN and other international television net-
works, we can consider that the audience for the theater of war was world-
wide.) On August 20, President Bush set aside all diplomatic euphemisms 
and declared that the 3,000 Americans remaining in Kuwait were, in fact, 
hostages. The word hostages conjured up immediate images of the demoral-
izing impotency experienced during the Iran hostage crisis of a decade ear-
lier, an experience the American public was in no mood to repeat. In the 
interim, the word had also become synonymous with terrorism, and this 
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added to the willingness (even eagerness) of the majority of Americans to 
accomplish finally something that had frustrated them since Iran—namely, 
to engage terrorists directly in combat. The positioning of the Iraqis as ter-
rorists was a significant factor in coalescing opposition to their actions and 
tended to obscure whatever legitimate reasons there might have been for 
their original disagreement with Kuwait. In addition, the comparison of 
Saddam Hussein to Hitler was a clear image that had strong public reso-
nance. The ill-advised display of the captured American and Coalition flyers 
on television for all the world to see simply reinforced the image of the Iraqis 
as terrorists. The American peace movement, particularly after the appear-
ance of the prisoners, was never able to counter these powerful propaganda 
images with strong peace metaphors.

The Iraqis had their own metaphors. Saddam Hussein at various times 
referred to George Bush as “Criminal Bush,” “Oppressor Bush,” “Satan,” 
“Criminal Tyrant,” “Loathsome Criminal,” “Evil Butcher,” and “America’s 
Satan.” He also called Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd the “Midget Agent,” 
“Traitor Fahd,” “Agent Fahd,” “Enemy of God,” “Ally of the Forces of Evil 
and Shame,” and, worst of all, “Jewish” (Pletka, 1991, p. 12). Flowery 
rhetoric is part of the Arabic culture, and when Saddam used phrases such 
as “Americans will swim in their own blood,” it meant simply, “We’re going 
to kick ass” (something that George Bush, using his Texas persona, had no 
difficulty in clearly articulating), but the imagery had more specific and lit-
eral connotations to an American audience: It fed directly into the long-
established popular cultural imagery of bloodthirsty, barbaric Arabs 
committing atrocities.

In the case of the Gulf War, opinion polls were taken literally daily on the 
public’s attitude to every phase of the conflict. The administration and the 
Pentagon were able to use these and their own polls to alter propaganda 
appeals and strategies to counter any trend thought to be harmful to their 
goals. Future Gulf War propaganda analysts will have the advantage of this 
having been the most polled war in history. The initial reaction is that the 
administration’s propaganda strategies were enormously successful in gain-
ing the majority of public support; the key mystery is how carefully these 
strategies were planned ahead of time and who did the planning.

The “Nayirah” Incident

By January 1992, some of the propaganda strategies used by the Kuwaiti 
government to sway American public opinion to their cause were beginning 
to be revealed. One story in particular, which had caught the imagination of 
the American public and politicians during the conflict, was revealed to have 
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been a major propaganda ploy. On October 10, 1990, a 15-year-old Kuwaiti 
girl named “Nayirah” had shocked the Congressional Human Rights Caucus 
when she tearfully asserted that she had watched as Iraqi soldiers took 15 
babies from their incubators in Al-Adan Hospital in Kuwait City and “left 
the babies on the cold floor to die.” Nayirah’s true identity was kept a secret 
to protect her family from reprisals in occupied Kuwait. On January 6, 1992, 
John R. MacArthur revealed in the New York Times that Nayirah was, in 
fact, the daughter of the Kuwaiti ambassador to the United States, Suad 
Nasir al-Sabah, a member of the Kuwaiti ruling family. Once the Gulf War 
ended, all attempts to verify the story by independent groups such as 
Amnesty International and Middle East Watch failed to turn up any evidence 
that this incident had actually taken place. A subsequent investigation by 
Kroll Associates, a U.S. company hired by the Kuwaiti government, found 
that Nayirah’s testimony was based on a single, isolated incident and that, 
overall, about 6 infants were removed from incubators during the entire 
occupation (Manheim, 1994, p. 140). No other independent confirmation of 
this story has been made.

MacArthur (1992b) and later Manheim (1994) also revealed the signifi-
cant role played by the major public relations firm of Hill and Knowlton in 
its work for the Citizens for a Free Kuwait organization. Ostensibly a group 
of concerned private citizens, in reality, Citizens for a Free Kuwait, received 
more than 95% of its funding directly from the Kuwaiti government and 
lobbied Congress for military intervention, as well as played a major role in 
swaying American public opinion in favor of such intervention. Hill and 
Knowlton received more than $6 million for its efforts, which included writ-
ing speeches for Kuwaitis and coaching them on their appearances before the 
media and public. Of special interest was its use of focus group techniques 
to pinpoint those issues that would have the most resonance for the 
American public. As Manheim noted, the company also conducted

daily tracking surveys from early September to late October, then with 
biweekly surveys until mid-December, when polling ceased as it became clear 
that the objective of the overall campaign—moving the U.S. to act decisively 
in Kuwait—was about to be achieved. (p. 141)

These focus groups and tracking surveys conducted by the Werthlin 
Group, at a cost of $2.6 million, revealed that atrocity stories were very 
likely to sway public opinion in favor of going to war. MacArthur (1992b) 
claimed that the “dead babies” story was a defining moment in the propa-
ganda campaign to prepare the American public for the need to go to war. 
President Bush used the dead babies story more than 10 times in the 40 days 
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following Nayirah’s testimony, and in the Senate debate on whether to 
approve military action, seven senators specifically focused on the story. The 
final margin of victory in favor of military intervention was five votes.

Despite the obvious manipulation of the emotions of the American public, 
revelation of the propaganda aspects of the dead babies on both ABC 
(20/20) and CBS (60 Minutes), as well as in MacArthur’s (1992a) New York 
Times article, failed to elicit a major public outcry. Although this incident is 
reminiscent of George Creel’s (1920) revelations in his book How We 
Advertised America: The First Telling of the Amazing Story of the Committee 
on Public Information, 1917–1919 after World War I, the American public, 
mired in an economic depression at the time, clearly did not care that they 
had once again been duped by skillful, professional manipulators.

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of the domestic propaganda efforts by 
the U.S. government was the public’s reaction in the years following the Gulf 
War. Despite the documented revelations by MacArthur (1992b) and others 
about the way the entire war was “orchestrated” for domestic consumption, 
the vast majority of Americans were extremely “apathetic” to such propa-
ganda manipulations. It was left to scholars and dedicated members of vari-
ous “peace movements” to continue to research and present evidence of the 
extent of the propaganda surrounding the lead-up to, and participation in, 
the Gulf War. The silence from the general public seemed to indicate a tacit 
acceptance of the fact that, “in times of crisis, all governments engage in such 
activities, so why should we expect anything different?” The public indiffer-
ence to these revelations is an indication of the pervasiveness of propaganda 
in our society and the widespread acceptance of such activities as “business 
as usual.”

The Gulf War was important politically and militarily, but it was also a 
major event in the history of propaganda because of the wide-scale applica-
tion of new communication technologies in the battle for the hearts and 
minds of the public. Many years will be spent studying this issue before we 
will have anything approaching an accurate assessment of the role and effec-
tiveness of the various propaganda activities of this conflict.

The Aftermath (2005): The Invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq

The events of September 11, 2001, shattered forever any potential 
American illusions that this country was safe from a terrorist attack. But the 
loss of American innocence was not all that took place, for the geopolitical 
circumstances that appeared to precipitate the event provided a catalyst for 
completing the destruction of Saddam Hussein that had not been completed 
at the end of the Gulf War. It is far too early to fully understand all of the 
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ramifications that led the United States into the Iraqi conflict; we can under-
stand the invasion of Afghanistan and the removal of the Taliban government 
with greater clarity for, after all, they harbored Osama bin Laden, who had 
masterminded the attack on the Twin Towers. One can argue, as many have, 
about the strategy employed in the invasion and pacification of Afghanistan, 
but the motivations for revenge and to ensure future safety from terrorist 
attacks are clear. The decision to invade Iraq however, has become a hornet’s 
nest of complexities, ranging from the psychological need for the president to 
complete the job that his father did not accomplish a decade earlier, to 
America’s insatiable need for oil, to a genuine desire to make the world safe 
from a “madman possessing weapons of mass destruction.” Where lies the 
truth? It will take many years and the release of millions of documents before 
we will ever know why this event took place, but what we do know is that 
the use of propaganda played a key role in bringing it about.

The Iraqi war presented the United States with a different sort of military 
problem—a preemptive war, one waged in response to a prediction of a 
forthcoming attack against the United States or its allies. As such, to gain 
public support, the government had to present the public with a sufficient 
reason for this presumptive action. To do this, the government had to con-
vince the public to accept the validity of intelligence reports to which it had 
no direct access. It was incumbent upon the government to present the intel-
ligence findings honestly and without bias if it hoped to retain the confidence 
of the public throughout the entire action. If a government chooses to pres-
ent the facts dishonestly, it prevents the public from making an informed 
choice about one of the most important decisions made in a democracy—
whether or not to go to war.

From the very beginning of the decision to strike back at the terrorists 
after September 11, 2001, the government began informing the American 
public that Saddam Hussein was somehow implicated in this event, and as 
such, he had to be removed. He was directly linked to the Al Qaeda terrorist 
network, and it was claimed that he either had or was in the process of con-
structing nuclear weapons. He was posed as a direct threat to the American 
homeland and to his neighboring countries. Later evidence from members of 
the intelligence community, as well as direct inspections of facilities in Iraq, 
revealed that there was no clear association between Saddam Hussein and 
Al Qaeda and that he did not have “weapons of mass destruction.” Was the 
American public deliberately propagandized into agreeing to support the 
government’s preemptive invasion of Iraq? Did the president consciously lie 
to achieve his goal of the destruction of Saddam Hussein? Was the American 
public seduced into supporting an expensive and deadly conflict because of 
the long-term fuel needs of this country? These and hundreds of other 
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equally salient questions have yet to be fully answered, but all of the evi-
dence has yet to be collected before the jury of public opinion can make its 
final decisions.

It has become clear that the public has begun to question the rationale 
that they were given for going to war with Iraq, as well as the promise of an 
outcome that would bring peace to the Middle East. As this chapter is being 
written, American forces are being withdrawn from Iraq, but the enormous 
cost of the war was a drain on the economy, and with no satisfactory end in 
sight as unrest continues to rage, there is widespread public disillusionment 
with the entire affair. It is becoming increasingly obvious that the govern-
ment’s propaganda campaign, devised to gain public support, was based on 
faulty intelligence, and a lack of a clearly articulated exit strategy. We can 
only restate what has been pointed out in previous chapters—that in a 
democracy, a government should not lie to those who have elected it, and in 
the long run, it does so at its own peril.

A New World of Propaganda, 1960 to 2013

Once World War II was over, the world entered a new age; people no longer 
entertained the naive idea that global conflict could be won or lost by con-
ventional means, for the frightening power of nuclear destruction loomed 
menacingly over the international scene. Even though wars of physical 
destruction continued, other types of wars were to be fought as the world 
moved beyond its imperialist-colonial period and many new nations fought 
for their rights in the global arena. This generated increased demands for 
more extensive propaganda activities, particularly as the two great world 
powers, The Soviet Union and the United States, sought to establish their 
political and cultural hegemony in the rest of the world.

In the struggle for international power, which has become a feature of 
modern politics, all nations have been forced to adopt new and permanent 
propaganda strategies as an integral part of their foreign policies. In fact, the 
use of international propaganda in its many forms is so ubiquitous that the 
foreign policy of most nations is geared toward both its generation and its 
refutation on a continuous basis. In an age when instantaneous communica-
tion is the norm, nations have become conscious of creating and maintaining 
specific images they hope to project to the rest of the world. A vast amount 
of time, money, and human energy is spent on such activities. The astonish-
ing growth of new communication technologies, such as television satellites, 
transistor radios, and smartphones capable of sending live pictures instanta-
neously throughout the world, has created a worldwide audience for what 
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were previously small-scale international activities. Increasingly, world lead-
ers are becoming astutely aware that their every action is being critically 
examined within this new electronic arena, and like the good actors that 
most politicians are, they are adjusting their postures and policies to make 
the most of their exposure. Since the end of World War II, there has been a 
tremendous increase in the growth of new forms of propaganda activities, 
ranging from the traditional foreign policy pronouncements to more subtle 
but no less effective activities such as travel bureaus; sporting events; inter-
national trade exhibitions and world expositions; achievements in space and 
other technologies; and cultural phenomena such as art, fashion, and music. 
In fact, it would not be inaccurate to say that almost every aspect of human 
activity can be propagandized in the international arena. The Russians claim 
to have the oldest people in the world, the Scandinavians the lowest infant 
mortality rate, and the Americans the most automobiles per capita. All of 
these claims are used in one form or another as propaganda.

As was discussed in Chapter 1, the Olympic Games, in particular, have 
become a major propaganda event ever since Adolf Hitler used the 1936 
Berlin Games to showcase his Aryan Reich. (A fine history of the 1936 
Olympics is found in Hart-Davis, 1986.) In recent years, both the United 
States in 1980 (Moscow) and then the Soviets in 1984 (Los Angeles) boycot-
ted the Olympic Games as a means of propagandizing their displeasure over 
each other’s foreign policies. The Soviets went even further, claiming that 
“criminal elements” would make Los Angeles unsafe for their athletes, hop-
ing to score international propaganda points by drawing attention to the 
state of domestic and racial conditions in the United States. Ultimately, the 
Los Angeles Games not only proved to be the safest in recent years but also 
generated a profit for the International Olympic Committee (IOC)! At this 
point, the Soviets, having been proved wrong, objected that the Americans 
had subverted the Olympic ideals into a “capitalist sideshow”—and thus are 
modern propaganda battles waged.

In 1988, the Games were held in Seoul, South Korea, and became a delib-
erate and carefully orchestrated international showcase for the economic 
development of that Pacific nation. In 1992, the Olympic Games in Barcelona, 
Spain, proved to be a showcase for that country and for the emerging 
European Union. Much was made in the world press about the “artistic and 
architectural aesthetics” of Barcelona and the overall “humaneness” (“non-
commercialization”) of the European “lifestyle.”

In 1996, the Olympic Games were held in Atlanta, Georgia, and were 
marred by the detonation of a bomb at a park during evening festivities. The 
Atlanta Games, in marked contrast with those of Barcelona, were universally 
criticized by the international press (including the U.S. press) for being the 
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most crassly commercialized yet. It has become obvious that the cost of host-
ing the Olympics is now so high that corporate sponsorship has become an 
economic necessity, but this comes at the risk of having to feature such 
products as the “official chewing gum of the Olympic Games” or “the offi-
cial beer of the Olympic Games.”

In 1998, the Winter Olympic Games at Nagano, Japan, were a good 
example of how the best propaganda efforts of the host nation can, in fact, 
be subverted by the control and bias of media coverage. Unexpectedly heavy 
snowfalls forced cancellation or postponement of several key events, leaving 
the American television network CBS with “gaps” in its prime time coverage. 
The American commentators virtually ignored the displays of the rich cul-
ture of Japan that the Olympic organizers had provided and instead focused 
on repeating coverage of the exploits of U.S. athletes such as the skier Picabo 
Street and the ice skater Tara Lipinski. Thus, this “gatekeeping” function of 
CBS meant that the American television audience was not given the same 
opportunity to learn about Japanese culture as were audiences in other parts 
of the world. The propagandist does not always have control of the medium 
used to disseminate the information. In the 2004 Games in Athens, Greece, 
the swimming events were the big feature for U.S. television coverage, with 
the focus being on whether Michael Phelps could win seven gold medals. (He 
subsequently won six gold and two bronze medals when he relinquished his 
place on a relay team so that his teammate, Ian Crocker, could earn a gold 
medal.) While this was a genuine newsworthy story, so intense was the focus 
on Phelps that much else that happened in the pool was of secondary impor-
tance. (It should be noted that, at every recent Olympic Games, a minority 
of the American audience has complained strongly that U.S. network cover-
age is too narrow and focuses too much on U.S. athletes while ignoring those 
from other countries.)

In 2008, the Games were held in China, and this nation took the oppor-
tunity to showcase its incredible economic development to the rest of the 
world. The Chinese also adopted a strategy, called “Project 119” (so-called 
because of the number of medals available in key events such as track and 
field, swimming, and rowing) launched in 2001, of putting the emphasis on 
training athletes to win medals in events where they knew that they could 
compete successfully, and thus boost their medal count. This selective strat-
egy paid off, even though the Chinese athletes did not win any gold medals 
in track, and just one in swimming. Nevertheless, the Chinese athletes did 
win a total 51 gold medals in comparison to runner up United States’ total 
of 36, and third place Russia’s with 25. (The United States did, however, 
win the most total medals with 110, to the Chinese 100. It should also be 
noted that Michael Phelps did win four gold medals in the 2012 Olympic 
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Games In London, thus bringing his lifetime total of gold to 18 and 22 med-
als in total.)

The London 2012 Olympic Games was an opportunity for Britain to pres-
ent itself to the rest of the world by using a new term taken from the world 
of advertising—“country branding.” Whether it was described as propa-
ganda, country branding, or something else, the 2012 Summer Olympic and 
Paralympic Games presented a powerful story about Britain and British 
identity. Through the Cultural Olympiad, the opening ceremonies and the 
games themselves, Britain was presented on a world stage as confident, 
diverse, successful, and creative. The entire London Olympics were constantly 
being presented to a worldwide audience as a celebration of freedom and 
civility as a contrast to the rigid displays seen in the more controlled environ-
ment in Beijing four years earlier. The reality was that every aspect of the 
London Olympics was closely watched and controlled by a very alert security 
team concerned about the possibility of a terrorist attack. This was not obvi-
ous to the television audience, and at the end of 2 weeks, the London 
Olympics were given high marks for the positive atmosphere and sense of 
international goodwill that was generated. Britain was a winner not only in 
terms of gold medals (29, and 65 medals in all—their best total since 1908), 
but their “country branding” strategy paid off, albeit for a few months.

Despite the ethnocentric problems with press coverage, the vast interna-
tional television audience possible through the use of satellites has greatly 
enhanced the propaganda potential for the host country, so despite the enor-
mous costs involved, countries continue to lobby for decades, using expen-
sive campaigns, to influence the IOC to award the Olympic Games to them. 
This is especially true of countries such as the new multiracial Republic of 
South Africa, eager after decades of being an international pariah to show to 
the rest of the world that it has now become “the Rainbow Nation.” Even 
though South Africa has serious financial problems in all sectors of its 
economy, the government was prepared to underwrite holding the games in 
Cape Town in 2004 to underscore the country’s emergence as a regional 
power in Africa. (The Olympic Games have never been held on the African 
continent.) Such is the perceived propaganda power of the Olympic Games. 
When that campaign was lost out to London, South Africa was then success-
ful in its bid to host the Football World Cup Tournament in 2010.

With the development of powerful communication satellites, the televis-
ing of the World Cup (soccer) now attracts a worldwide audience equal to, 
and often exceeding, that for the Olympic Games. Because of the team 
nature of this sport, the World Cup takes on an even more “nationalistic” 
fervor, and the winning nation is afforded a definite propaganda advantage 
on the world stage. The international sense of “superiority” that winning the 
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World Cup brings may be basically irrational when examined closely, but it 
is real nonetheless, allowing the winner to bask in the diplomatic and sport-
ing sun for the next 4 years. Winning countries often use such victories to 
underscore or initiate internal political achievements or programs. In the 
case of South Africa, after winning the rights to hold the Football World 
Cup, the country embarked upon a major and expensive revitalization of its 
communications and transportation infrastructure, building new stadia and 
airports, as well as improving roads and telecommunications systems.

Freedom of Speech and New Technologies

It was a watershed decision, when in 1971, the Supreme Court decided by a 
6 to 3 vote that the New York Times had the right to publish the Pentagon 
Papers, even though their exposure would result in an embarrassment for the 
government and its Vietnam policies. In a closed society, as the Soviet Union was 
at that time, no such public admission of government subterfuge could have 
been made, the press having been under total control of the political system.

Open societies are constantly faced with negative disclosures in the press that 
provide ammunition for propagandistic attacks. This is one tribute that living in 
a free society exacts, and despite the apparent disadvantages, it seems as if pub-
lic confidence is greater in open societies in which the public has some, albeit 
often skeptical, confidence in their news media. (See the case study “Pundits for 
Hire: The Pentagon Propaganda Machine” in Chapter 7 for an example of this 
issue.) Although the tendency is to “kill the messenger” who brings the bad 
news, this is preferable to receiving managed news or no news at all. As an 
example, the Soviets were often reluctant to report major catastrophes such as 
earthquakes, airplane crashes, atomic accidents, or natural disasters such as 
floods or tornadoes. For reasons known only to the communist psyche, such 
events were seen as a weakening of their image and a possible source of negative 
propaganda against communism as a political and social system.

The emergence of new communication technologies has often made it pos-
sible for those wishing to propagandize to make direct contact with their target 
audiences, and thus governments have much less control over the flow of infor-
mation than was possible in the age of print. The consequences of this important 
historical shift are already noticeable as world public opinion gains influence. 
Evidence is increasing that the populace in less developed countries is exhibiting 
the “frustration of rising expectations.” This is caused by a comparison of their 
own standards of living with those in the images of the relatively luxurious 
lifestyles in Western democracies, as shown daily on worldwide television net-
works such as BBC, CNN, and FNN. This frustration often manifests itself in 
hostile acts and bellicose propagandizing against the capitalist nations.
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In the past 50 years, the world has also witnessed the emergence of new 
networks of common interest that cross international boundaries, such as 
terrorist organizations composed of members of the Irish Republican Army, 
the Palestine Liberation Organization, Al Qaeda and other Middle East fac-
tions, the Italian Red Brigade, and Japanese radicals. (Al Qaeda has itself 
now split off into several regional factions in Iraq, Somalia, Yemen, and 
other Middle Eastern countries.) These groups were often funded by Libya, 
Syria, or Iran with the oil revenues obtained largely from European coun-
tries. Given the mercurial nature of these terrorist groups, such alliances are 
constantly shifting, making it difficult to obtain accurate intelligence inves-
tigations of their activities. The 1995 bombing of the World Trade Center 
in New York, as well as the 1998 bombing attacks on U.S. embassies in 
Kenya and Tanzania, underscored the international scope of such activities, 
but this was just the forerunner for what occurred on September 11, 2001, 
with the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York. The acts of terror 
these various groups engage in are, in fact, their specific forms of propa-
ganda for their differing causes. Capturing an American airplane or an 
Italian cruise ship can guarantee extensive media coverage that these groups 
could otherwise not afford. Clearly, in cases such as these, the terrorists 
often misjudge the extent of worldwide sympathy for their cause, but these 
propaganda acts serve an important morale-building function for the 
groups themselves (Wright, 1990). In the case of the destruction of the 
World Trade Center, the gains made by the terrorists in terms of propa-
ganda prestige among their followers was more than offset by the level of 
retribution meted out by the U.S. military that essentially led to a “regime 
change” in both Afghanistan and Iraq.

This new development in international propaganda activities creates a 
problem for open societies such as the United States and Great Britain. In 
recent years, the issue of the rights of the free press have been questioned 
when these rights have run up against the necessity for the government to 
maintain some sort of secrecy. This is particularly true in the wake of the 
terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in September 2001. The U.S. 
Congress, after some vigorous debate, passed what was known as the 
“Patriot Act,” which restricted certain rights related to privacy, freedom of 
travel, and freedom of speech, albeit in a very specific way aimed at thwart-
ing would-be terrorists from any future attacks on the United States. This 
legislation caused great concern for civil libertarians who feared that abro-
gating such powers to the U.S. government was just a slippery slope leading 
to less freedom for all U.S. citizens. So far, their fears have not been realized 
on a major scale, but cases have arisen where application of the legislation 
has restricted the rights of speech or travel for individuals. The Patriot Act, 



308——Propaganda & Persuasion

while necessary for “the defense of the realm,” runs very close to damaging 
the thin line of protection provided by the Constitution.

The entire issue of how far American’s right to privacy was affected by 
these new laws was brought sharply into focus in May 2013 when the 
British newspaper The Guardian published a series of exposés that revealed 
the activities of the National Security Administration’s monitoring of tele-
communications on a massive scale. The leaks came from Edward Snowden, 
and American computer specialist who had worked for the CIA and NSA, 
and later for a private firm doing contract work for the NSA. His revelations 
of the extent of the widespread monitoring of phone calls, and e-mails, 
caused considerable public alarm, and raised the question of how much 
personal freedom and privacy had to be given up to ensure the safety of the 
country in the face of constant terrorist threats. As this is being written, 
Snowden has been given permission to stay in Russia, and he continues to 
release documents that are eagerly snapped up by the world’s press, causing 
considerable embarrassment for the U.S. government. It remains to be seen 
how much damage these revelations will ultimately cause, but there is little 
doubt that from an international perspective they have already been used as 
a potent propaganda weapon against perceived military and economic “bul-
lying” by the U.S. government’s policies toward other countries.

A dramatic example of the potential of the Internet’s ability to become a 
major disseminator of propaganda occurred in October 2010 when the web-
site WikiLeaks released more than 400,000 documents related to deaths in the 
Iraq conflict, and then followed this a month later with the release of hitherto 
secret American diplomatic cables. This public exposure caused a sensation as 
the world’s press had an opportunity to analyze and divulge some of the inner-
most workings of international relations. The website was attacked from all 
sides, and the founder of WikiLeaks, Julian Assage, was threatened with extra-
dition and arrest in the United States under the Espionage Act. In the weeks 
following, the website was subjected to intense cyberattacks to disrupt its 
ability to release more material, while every major credit card company 
removed their services, thus severely restricting the financial support that 
poured in from worldwide supporters of their activities.

WikiLeaks had been launched in 2006 with the support of dissidents in 
Taiwan, the United States, Australia, South Africa, and various European 
countries. Initially it did operate as a “wiki” website, allowing individuals to 
contribute and correct entries, but gradually the website moved toward a 
greater degree of verification before publishing documents. Many govern-
ments have indicated their concern that the activities of WikiLeaks have the 
potential to harm individuals, as well as the disruption of the normally  
secretive diplomatic process. However, despite these concerns, the website 
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continues to play an important role in disseminating information that demys-
tifies the propaganda activities of governments. As an example, on April 8, 
2013, the organization published more than 1.7 million U.S. diplomatic and 
intelligence documents from the late 1970s. Of particular interest in this batch 
were the cables to and from Henry Kissinger, who was secretary of state, and 
national security advisor at the time. However these documents had previ-
ously been declassified and released by the U.S. government, but WikiLeaks 
provided a useful search engine, making the documents much more publicly 
accessible. WikiLeaks most recently assisted in allowing Edward Snowden to 
leave Hong Kong and to fly to Russia after the released the information about 
the extent of NSA activities.

The propaganda value of these document “dumps” is potentially immense, 
and they have provided fuel for continued attacks on the activities of many 
international organizations. However, these activities have also garnered 
much praise as well, and sympathizers have pointed out that WikiLeaks pro-
vides a valuable service in exposing state and corporate secrets, increasing 
transparency, assisting in promoting press freedom, and essentially enhancing 
democratic discourse while challenging powerful organizations. Despite 
internal defections of staff, and the personal problems of Julian Assage, who 
has taken refuge in the Ecuadorian embassy on London after facing sexual 
assault charges in Sweden, the organization remains a vital part of Internet 
propaganda activities. 

One of the most difficult issues that the U.S. military had to handle after 
the successful invasion of Iraq and the toppling of Saddam Hussein was that 
of the prisoner abuse scandal at Abu Ghraib prison. The revelation, as well 
as the subsequent wide dissemination of photographs of Muslim prisoners 
being tortured and humiliated, was a major blow to the propaganda efforts 
to win over the Iraqi population and seriously hampered the efforts of the 
forces on the ground to stabilize Iraq. Most significantly, it also provided an 
ideal opportunity for those propagandizing against the actions of the occupy-
ing forces. These images, widely available through the Internet and featured 
with dramatic commentary on the Aljazeera cable news network, did incal-
culable damage to the image of the West in the minds of millions of Arabs 
living in the region. Many people in the United States sought to minimize the 
actual extent of such brutal and humiliating treatment as being the work of 
just a few undisciplined “loose cannons” who were not sufficiently trained for 
their duties as jailers. However, in the Arab world, these photographs and the 
evidence presented at subsequent courts-martial of the individuals responsi-
ble were seen as clearly representing the values and behavior that one would 
expect from the West. This is a classic example where in a propaganda war, 
the same evidence can be used by either side to make its point.
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In May 2005, Newsweek magazine published accounts that guards had 
stuffed pages from the Koran into toilets to demoralize Muslim prisoners 
being held at the camp at the U.S. naval prison at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
causing a major outbreak of rage in the Arab world and resulting in more 
than 15 deaths. Despite a later retraction of this story by the magazine, the 
damage was already done, and the propaganda damage done to the U.S. 
reputation was incalculable. The U.S. government was forced to instruct all 
of its embassies throughout the world to spread the word that America 
respects all faiths (“U.S. Trying to Limit Damage of Koran Story,” 2005). It 
did not matter really if the Koran desecration story was true or not; in the 
eyes of the Arabs, after the revelations about the Abu Ghraib abuse, such 
atrocities were perfectly within the frame of how the United States is per-
ceived as being anti-Arab and anti-Muslim.

In September 2012, a Florida pastor, Terry Jones, previously known for his 
inflammatory burning of the Koran as a deliberate provocation to Muslims, 
announced the release of a film titled Innocence of Muslims. The trailer to the 
film was supposed to be uploaded to YouTube. Several people who claimed to 
have seen it deemed the film as highly offensive to the Muslim religion. It 
compared the Prophet Muhammad to a donkey and accused him of child 
molestation. Almost immediately protests against the film and the United 
States connection took place in Egypt and elsewhere in the Middle East. Just 
the rumor of the film’s existence was enough to create a serious problem for 
U.S. diplomatic efforts. It turned out that the film was produced and written 
by Nakoula Bassley Nakoula of Los Angeles, a Coptic Christian, and intended 
to convey “the actual truth” about Muhammad. The New York Times revealed 
in a complex investigative story how Mr. Nakoula apparently tricked actors 
and directors into making the film, and he later manipulated the script and 
translation. There is a dispute about how important the film was in provoking 
the terrorist attack on the U.S. Embassy in Benghazi, which killed Ambassador 
Stephens and three other Americans, but there is no doubt that the film was 
the cause of considerable tension and provided ample propaganda fuel to sug-
gest that Americans were anti-Islam (Kovaleski & Barnes, 2012).

Here again, a new challenge to the control of international propaganda is 
presented by the emergence of the Internet. For all the reasons outlined in 
Chapters 1 and 3, the Internet provides a remarkably potent conduit for the 
dissemination of accurate information, unknowing misinformation, and 
deliberate disinformation. A quick perusal of the World Wide Web will turn 
up literally thousands of pages of material on an incredible number of topics, 
including many websites that purport to contain “secret” or “classified” 
government documents. The wildest rumors are swiftly circulated, enhanced, 
and enshrined as truth. Apparently, no topic is off-limits to the billions of 
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“netizens” who now search and post their thoughts in cyberspace. For any-
one needing fuel to fan the flames of propaganda, the Internet is proving to 
be an invaluable and inexhaustible supply depot.

Public Diplomacy

The practice of the form of propaganda known as “public diplomacy” has 
been around for a very long time and can be traced back to ancient times. 
The brochure for the new University of Southern California (USC) Center 
on Public Diplomacy provided a description of the concept: “Public diplo-
macy . . . deals with the influence of public attitudes on the formation and 
execution of foreign policies. It encompasses dimensions of international 
relations beyond traditional diplomacy; the cultivation by governments of 
public opinion in other countries; the interaction of private groups and inter-
ests in one country with another; the reporting of foreign affairs and its 
impact on policy; communication between those whose job is communica-
tion, as diplomats and foreign correspondents; and the process of intercul-
tural communications” (Cull, 2006).

Caesar and Cleopatra exchanging gifts or Alexander the Great forcing his 
men to marry women from his conquered territories can be considered to be 
public diplomacy. The valuable gifts given by one medieval monarch to 
another is public diplomacy. Missionary activities, under the guise of bring-
ing “civilization” to the “natives,” was a form of public diplomacy, as was 
the establishment of international scholarships such as the Fulbright or 
Rhodes, which were aimed at providing students with an understanding and 
appreciation of a new society and culture.

Nicholas Cull, one of the foremost researchers in the field of public diplo-
macy, has created a useful taxonomy of public diplomacy that identifies the 
constituent elements of this type of propaganda (Cull, 2009):

 1. Listening: This can be considered as a traditional diplomatic function of col-
lecting data and evaluating opinions by “listening” to others, rather than 
speaking to them. The gathering of intelligence has been the core of diplo-
matic activity throughout history (as well as being the reason for the exis-
tence of spies).

 2. Advocacy: In this function, there is an active attempt to promote a particular 
policy or idea of benefit to the propagandist. This has been the emphasis of 
Public Diplomacy in the past, with mixed results.

 3. Cultural Diplomacy: Here the propagandist attempts to achieve his goals “by 
making its cultural resources and achievements known overseas and/or 
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facilitating cultural transmission abroad” (Cull, 2009, p. 19). This “export of 
culture” has been a key element in public diplomacy in the past, but its effec-
tiveness is often in doubt.

 4. Exchange Diplomacy: This activity is a specific subset of cultural diplomacy 
in which the propagandist attempts “to manage the international environ-
ment by sending its citizens overseas and reciprocally accepting citizens from 
overseas for a period of study and/or acculturation. In this case, the element 
of reciprocity between nations is seen as essential, as both sides benefit from 
such cultural exchanges.

 5. International Broadcasting (News): This activity has been a cornerstone of 
Public Diplomacy in the 20th century. Here the propagandist attempts to man-
age the international environment by using the technologies of radio, televi-
sion, and Internet to engage with foreign publics. Cull (2009, p. 21) notes that 
commercial international broadcasting may also be regarded as public diplo-
macy but is done for the broadcasting company, which affects the nature of 
the content, as well as insisting on rigid objectivity based on its own standards. 
Such broadcasts may not always meet the objectives of the propagandist.

 6. Psychological Warfare: Cull (2009, p. 22) notes that including “psychological 
warfare” as an activity under public diplomacy may seem controversial. 
However, in times of conflict the propagandist will often attempt to commu-
nicate directly with the enemy’s public. The objectives could be to break the 
enemy’s will, or to suggest surrender, or even in the case of “black propa-
ganda” to feed misinformation to the public.

The question remains to be answered as to whether public diplomacy can 
be considered to be propaganda. Clearly there are strong areas of overlap, but 
there is often an encouragement of a “two-way” exchange of ideas that sug-
gests that not all forms of public diplomacy would fit into a strict definition 
of propaganda. Nevertheless, in an age of vast new international communica-
tion networks, nations are becoming increasingly aware of the necessity to 
implement strategies of public diplomacy as an essential component of their 
basic diplomatic practices, and very often this entails the use of propaganda.

The emergence of this vast new international media culture places a great 
deal of importance on the shaping and channeling of information to gain the 
maximum advantage; in some ways, it has become more important to say 
what a nation is doing than to do it. At least we can be thankful that mass 
propaganda is now largely practiced through trade, travel, and exchange of 
culture and scientific and sporting achievements and not through warfare. 
Despite the “flare-ups” between nations (usually new or developing nations 
trying to secure their territorial or cultural rights) that occur with disap-
pointing regularity, in the war of words that we are all subjected to, the large 
superpowers have, thankfully, taken to trying to “outpeace” each other.
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6
How to Analyze Propaganda

A 10-step plan of propaganda analysis is identification of ideology and pur-
pose, identification of context, identification of the propagandist, investiga-
tion of the structure of the propaganda organization, identification of the 
target audience, understanding of media utilization techniques, analysis of 
special techniques to maximize effect, analysis of audience reaction, identifica-
tion and analysis of counterpropaganda, and completion of an assessment and 
evaluation.

Analysis of propaganda is a complex undertaking that requires histori-
cal research, examination of propaganda messages and media, sensi-

tivity to audience responses, and critical scrutiny of the entire propaganda 
process. One may be tempted to examine the short-term aspects of propa-
ganda campaigns, but a true understanding of propaganda requires analysis 
of the long-term effects. Propaganda includes the reinforcement of cultural 
myths and stereotypes that are so deeply embedded in a culture that recog-
nizing a message as propaganda is often difficult.

As we said in Chapter 1, propaganda is a deliberate and systematic 
attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to 
achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist. Its 
systematic nature requires longitudinal study of its progress. Because the 
essence of propaganda is its deliberateness of purpose, considerable investi-
gation is required to find out what the purpose is.



314——Propaganda & Persuasion

We have designed a 10-step plan of analysis that incorporates the major 
elements of propaganda. On the one hand, this schema makes it difficult to 
study propaganda in progress because the outcome may not be known for a 
long time. On the other hand, to study propaganda in progress enables the 
analyst to observe media utilization and audience response directly in actual 
settings. Long-range effects may not be known for some time in a contempo-
rary study. Chapter 7 contains four case studies of propaganda, one (“Women 
and War: Work, Housing, and Child Care”) of which is from the past; the 
others are ongoing (“Smoking and Health: Corporate Propaganda Versus 
Public Safety,” “Big Pharma: Marketing Disease and Drugs,” and “Pundits for 
Hire: The Pentagon Propaganda Machine”). We believe that contemporary 
propaganda techniques differ from past techniques mainly in the use of new 
media. New technologies must be taken into account, for the forms of media 
and how they are used have always been significant in propaganda.

The 10 divisions for propaganda analysis are as follows:

 1. The ideology and purpose of the propaganda campaign

 2. The context in which the propaganda occurs

 3. Identification of the propagandist

 4. The structure of the propaganda organization

 5. The target audience

 6. Media utilization techniques

 7. Special techniques to maximize effect

 8. Audience reaction to various techniques

 9. Counterpropaganda, if present

 10. Effects and evaluation

These 10 divisions take into account the following questions: To what 
ends, in the context of the times, does a propaganda agent, working through 
an organization, reach an audience through the media while using special 
symbols to get a desired reaction? Furthermore, if there is opposition to the 
propaganda, what form does it take? Finally, how successful is the propa-
ganda in achieving its purpose?

The Ideology and Purpose of the Propaganda Campaign

The ideology of propaganda provides, according to Kecskemeti (1973), 
“the audience with a comprehensive conceptual framework for dealing 
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with social and political reality” (pp. 849–850). In locating the ideology, 
the analyst looks for a set of beliefs, values, attitudes, and behaviors,  
as well as for ways of perceiving and thinking that are agreed on to the 
point that they constitute a set of norms for a society that dictate what is 
desirable and what should be done. Martha Cooper (1989) described ide-
ology as a coherent “world view that determines how arguments will be 
received and interpreted. The common sense of the world view provides 
the basis for determining what is good, bad, right, wrong, and so forth” 
(p. 162). Ideology accordingly contains concepts about what the society 
in which it exists is actually like. It states or denies, for example, that there 
are classes and that certain conditions are desirable or more desirable 
than others. An ideology is also a form of consent to a particular kind of 
social order and conformity to the rules within a specific set of social, 
economic, and political structures. It often assigns roles to gender, racial, 
religious, and social groups.

The propaganda analyst looks for ideology in both verbal and visual 
representations that may reflect preexisting struggles and past situations, 
current frames of reference to value systems, and future goals and objectives. 
Resonance of symbols of the past encourages people to apply previously 
agreed-on ideas to the current and future goals of the propagandist.  
M. Cooper (1989) cited the example of the ideology of the Old South plan-
tation myth from Civil War days being invoked as white supremacy during 
the civil rights movement of the 1960s. White supremacists, such as skin-
heads, in the present day invoke the Nazi ideology of the Aryan myth.

The purpose of propaganda may be to influence people to adopt beliefs 
and attitudes that correspond to those of the propagandist or to engage in 
certain patterns of behavior—for example, to contribute money, join 
groups, or demonstrate for a cause. Propaganda also has as its purpose to 
maintain the legitimacy of the institution or organization it represents and 
thereby to ensure the legitimacy of its activities. Integration propaganda 
attempts to maintain the positions and interests represented by “officials” 
who sponsor and sanction the propaganda messages. Agitation propaganda 
seeks to arouse people to participate in or support a cause. It attempts to 
arouse people from apathy by giving them feasible actions to carry out. 
Kecskemeti (1973, p. 849) said that agitation consists of stimulating mass 
action by hammering home one salient feature of the situation that is 
threatening, iniquitous, or outrageous.

Mainly, the purpose of propaganda is to achieve acceptance of the propa-
gandist’s ideology by the people. Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels said 
that propaganda had no fundamental method, only purpose—the conquest 
of the masses.
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The Context in Which the Propaganda Occurs

Successful propaganda relates to the prevailing mood of the times; therefore, 
it is essential to understand the climate of the times. The propaganda analyst 
needs to be aware of the events that have occurred and of the interpretation 
of the events that the propagandists have made. What are the expected states 
of the world social system (e.g., war, peace, human rights, economic crises)? 
What is the prevailing public mood? What specific issues are identifiable? 
How widely are the issues felt? What constraints exist that keep these issues 
from being resolved? Is there a struggle over power? What parties are 
involved, and what is at stake? It has been said that propaganda is like a 
packet of seeds dropped on fertile soil; to understand how the seeds can grow 
and spread, analysis of the soil—that is, the times and events—is necessary.

It is also important to know and understand the historical background. 
What has happened to lead up to this point in time? What deeply held beliefs 
and values have been important for a long time? What myths are related to 
the current propaganda? What is the source of these myths? A myth is not 
merely a fantasy or a lie but rather is a model for social action. For example, 
the mythology of American populism was based on a classic and good hero 
such as Abraham Lincoln, who rose from humble birth to self-made lawyer 
to the White House. This hero is a Christlike figure because he not only rose 
from humble beginnings but also was martyred. The model for social action 
is that a person can rise above difficult circumstances to become a leader 
who can make significant differences in people’s lives. A myth is a story in 
which meaning is embodied in recurrent symbols and events, but it is also an 
idea to which people already subscribe; therefore, it is a predisposition to 
act. It can be used by a propagandist as a mythical representation of an audi-
ence’s experiences, feelings, and thoughts. Western movies provided a myth 
not only about the Old West but also of American character. The idea of the 
yellow ribbons displayed to support the troops in the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan may have come from John Ford’s 1949 film She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon, but the myth of the Western hero (John Wayne) fighting the villain 
was symbolized in the yellow ribbons as well.

Identification of the Propagandist

The source of propaganda is likely to be an institution or organization, with 
the propagandist as its leader or agent. Sometimes, there will be complete 
openness about the identity of the organization behind the propaganda; 
sometimes it is necessary to conceal the identity to achieve the goals set by 
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the institution. When identity is concealed, the task of the analyst is a 
demanding one. It is quite difficult to detect black propaganda until after all 
the facts are known. In black propaganda, not only is the distortion deliber-
ate, but the identity of the source is usually inaccurate. The anonymity that 
is possible on the Internet makes identity very difficult if not impossible.

Some guidelines for determining the identity of the propagandist are 
found in the apparent ideology, purpose, and context of the propaganda 
message. The analyst can then ask, Who or what has the most to gain from 
this? Historical perspective is also very valuable in making such a determina-
tion. The analyst can also look at the broader picture, for generally propa-
ganda that conceals its source has a larger purpose than is readily discernible.

When the propagandist is a person, it is easier to identify that person 
because propagandists usually have what Doob (1966) called “verbal com-
pulsions” (p. 274). Look for the person who speaks, texts, tweets, and blogs 
frequently and with authority. It is possible, however, for the person to be an 
agent or “front” for the actual propagandist, concealing the true identity of 
the leader or institution.

The Structure of the Propaganda Organization

Successful propaganda campaigns tend to originate from a strong, central-
ized, decision-making authority that produces a consistent message through-
out its structure. For this reason, leadership will be strong and centralized, 
with a hierarchy built into the organization. The apparent leader may not be 
the actual leader, but the apparent leader espouses the ideology of the actual 
leader. The analyst can investigate how the leader got the position and try to 
determine how the leader inspires loyalty and support. The leader will have 
a certain style that enables her or him to attract, maintain, and mold the 
members into organizational units. The leadership style may include the 
mythic elements of the ideology, a charismatic personality, and/or identifica-
tion with the audience.

Structure also includes the articulation of specific goals and the means by 
which to achieve them. Furthermore, in relationship with goals, there may 
be specific objectives and means to achieve them. Goals are usually long 
range and broader than objectives, which are short range and more easily 
met. For example, a goal could be to stop the deforestation of old-growth 
forests, whereas an objective could be to enlist the support of key figures in 
the community and government.

The selection of media used to send the propaganda message is another 
structural consideration. The analyst needs to look into the means of selecting 
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the media. Often, where propaganda is distributed, the organization owns 
and controls its own media. Whoever owns the media exercises control over 
the communication of messages. Because no one owns the Internet, this point 
may be moot; however, the Internet is ripe with propaganda and is therefore 
an important form of media. When identity of the source can found, so can 
the structure of the organization.

The analyst then determines the makeup of the membership of the propa-
ganda organization. There is a difference between being a follower and being 
a member of an organization. Hitler (1939) wrote in Mein Kampf,

The task of propaganda is to attract followers; the task of party organization 
is to win members. A follower of a movement is one who declares himself in 
agreement with its aims; a member is one who fights for it. (pp. 474–475)

The analyst might then ask, How is entry into membership gained? 
[Terrorist organizations, for example, have message boards on the Internet 
where the recruiter and the volunteer can meet. After a series of confidence 
tests, the volunteer is accepted into the organization (Ogun, 2012).] Is there 
evidence of conversion and apparent symbols of membership? Does new 
membership require the adoption of new symbols, such as special clothing 
or uniforms, language, in-group references, and/or activities that create new 
identities for the membership? Do rituals provide mechanisms for conver-
sion or transformation to new identities? Are special strategies designed to 
increase (or decrease) membership? What rewards or punishments are used 
to enhance membership in the organization?

The organization can be examined to find out whether it has an apparent 
culture within itself. A culture is a system of informal rules that spell out how 
people are to behave most of the time. Hall (1997) used the word culture “to 
refer to whatever is distinctive about the ‘way of life’ of a people, community, 
nation, or social group” (p. 2). E. O. Wilson (1998) said, “Culture is created 
by the communal mind . . . culture is reconstructed each generation collec-
tively in the minds of individuals” (p. 127). Culture is equal to the set of social 
practices that incorporates and forms the shared values that arise among 
social groups on the basis of their historical conditions and relationships. 
Values are the bedrock of a culture; thus, the propaganda of an organization 
is based on a complex system of values in its ideology that will be instrumen-
tal in achieving and maintaining all elements of its structure. According to 
Hall, “Culture is concerned with the production and exchange of meanings 
between [and among] the members of a society or group” (p. 2). Beliefs will 
be talked and written about; slogans will be used; everyone in the organiza-
tion will agree with and consistently use these meanings in many ways, for 
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they assist in organizing and regulating social practices. A culture also has 
heroes and heroines who personify the culture’s values. Rituals are the sys-
tematic and programmed day-to-day routines in the organization, or they 
may be anniversary rituals that take place on a grand scale—for example, the 
parade of athletes at the Olympic Games’ opening ceremonies or the parades 
of goose-stepping Nazis carrying banners with swastikas. Rituals provide vis-
ible and potent examples of what the ideology is.

The organization will also have a set of formal rules. The analyst should 
determine not only what the rules are but also how they are sanctioned. Is 
there a system of reward and punishment? How are the rules made known? 
Who oversees enforcement of the rules?

An organization network becomes apparent through message distribu-
tion. How is the network used to foster communication? How is informa-
tion disseminated from the leader to the membership? How is information 
transmitted to the public? Is there evidence that the public is denied access 
to information that is made available only to the membership or the organi-
zation elite? Steganography, discussed in Chapter 1, is used to hide files on 
websites and e-mail. Data can be hidden in graphics, video, sound, text, 
e-mail, executable files, and empty sectors of disks (Warkentin, Schmidt, & 
Bekkering, 2008).

To obtain the data necessary to analyze the structure of a propaganda 
organization, the analyst should have access to sources that penetrate the 
organization. Previous investigators (Altheide & Johnson, 1980; Bogart, 
1976; Conway & Siegelman, 1982) have either used assistants to feign con-
version or been members of the organization at one time themselves. Often, 
verbal compulsions of the propagandists result in autobiographical treat-
ment of their roles in the organization (Armstrong, 1979).

The structure of propaganda organizations also varies according to whether 
the communication is within the organization or directed to the public. The 
analyst may discern two different and separate structures—one for the hierar-
chy and the membership and one for the audience and potential members.

Spontaneous revolts, such as those spread through smartphones in 
oppressed countries, may not have a developed structure, but if the revolu-
tion lasts for a significant time, a structure will emerge.

The Target Audience

A target audience is selected by a propagandist for its potential effective-
ness. The propaganda message is aimed at the audience most likely to be 
useful to the propagandist if it responds favorably. Modern marketing 
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research enhanced by new technologies enables an audience to be targeted 
easily. Many facets of an audience are easily determined. Mailing and 
Internet lists can be purchased and coordinated with audience responses to 
media appeals. For example, if a person buys a product or gives a contribu-
tion to a cause online, her or his name is put on a mailing list for future mail 
appeals from the same organization or from other organizations that buy 
the list. Grocery stores give customers “free” discount cards that identify 
them at the cash register when they buy certain products. When people buy 
books on the Web, they get recommendations for similar books and dis-
count coupons. Pop-up advertisements on the Web are geared toward inter-
ests reflected in other viewed webpages. Terrorist organizations capture 
information about the users who browse their websites. Those users who 
seem more interested in the organization’s ideology or who seem well suited 
for the organization’s work are then contacted. Recruiters also roam online 
chat rooms and cybercafés, looking for receptive people, especially the 
young (Ogun, 2012).

The traditional propaganda audience is a mass audience, but that is not 
always the case with modern propaganda. To be sure, mass communication 
in some form will be used, but it may be used in conjunction with other 
audience forms such as small groups, interest groups, a group of the politi-
cally or culturally elite, a special segment of the population, opinion leaders, 
and individuals. Bogart (1995, pp. 55–56) pointed out that the former U.S. 
Information Agency (USIA) addressed itself to those in a position to influ-
ence others—that is, to opinion leaders—rather than to the masses directly. 
He quoted a USIA report that stated, “We should think of our audiences as 
channels rather than as receptacles” and “It is more important to reach one 
journalist than ten housewives or five doctors.” Opinion leaders are a target 
for American propaganda abroad. In the Middle East, for example, the 
masses can be reached indirectly through the culturally elite 10% of the 
population. In America, opinion leaders are usually professionals who are 
respected by the public (e.g., doctors, outstanding athletes, celebrities).

A distribution system for media may generate its own audience. A televi-
sion program, film, webpage, or e-mail may attract a supportive audience. 
Once that audience is identified, however, it, too, can be targeted for receipt 
of propaganda messages.

Some organizations prefer a “buckshot” approach to a mass audience. 
Kecskemeti (1973) claimed that a strong propagandist could work the mes-
sage media in a homogeneous way with a consistent message. Some audience 
members accept the message more eagerly than others; some reject it.

There are many variations of audience selection, and none should  
be overlooked by the analyst. It is useful to examine the propagandist’s 



Chapter 6 How to Analyze Propaganda——321

approach to audience selection, noting any correlation between selection 
practices and success rate.

Media Utilization Techniques

At first, it may not seem difficult to determine how propaganda uses the media. 
The analyst examines which media are being used by the propagandist. Modern 
propaganda uses all the media available—press, radio, television, film, the 
Internet, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, e-mail, smartphones, videos, cartoons, 
direct mail, posters, meetings, rallies, door-to-door canvassing, handbills, but-
tons, billboards, speeches, flags, street names, monuments, coins, stamps, books, 
plays, comic strips, poetry, music, rituals, museum displays, sporting events, 
cultural events, company reports, libraries, and awards and prizes. Kepel (2004) 
emphasized that with the U.S. occupation of Iraq, “the war for Muslim minds 
entered the global jungle of the Internet. Photos of Iraqi prisoners being tortured 
or humiliated circulated freely along with videos of hostages being mistreated by 
their terrorist captors” (p. 7). Graphic Internet videos, some of which are staged, 
of torture and murder are frequently used by both the Syrian government and 
by the insurgents. Some well-established awards function as propaganda—for 
example, the Rhodes Scholarship, the Fulbright Scholars Program, and the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom. Rhodes scholars from the United States are 
expected to represent their country and return to the States as eventual leaders. 
Likewise, American Fulbright scholars are often asked to give guest lectures 
about issues in their own country. The ceremony for the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom emphasizes American patriotism and heroism.

Also, tone and sound may have a conditioning effect. In 1950, Dobrogaev, 
a Russian psychologist, began working with speech tones and sounds for 
conditioning. When the Soviets took power, they chose to broadcast ideology 
over loud speakers (Starr, 2004). In 1954, China also began using loud 
speakers that broadcast official “truths” in city squares and gathering places; 
this is still being done in China and South Korea on the North Korea border. 
A French fable reminds us, “Man is like a rabbit; you catch him by the ears.” 
Musical anthems and patriotic songs are forms of conditioning, for people 
walk around whistling these melodies and even sing their children to sleep 
with them. Musical slogans can become detached from the original composi-
tion, as were the four opening notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony during 
World War II, which came to signify the V for victory, the sounds of the 
Morse code for V, dot-dot-dot-dash.

The various messages coming from the same source via the media need to 
be compared to determine any consistency of apparent purpose. All output 
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will be tied to ideology in one way or another. Describing the media usage 
alone is insufficient in drawing a picture of media utilization, for the analyst 
must examine the flow of communication from one medium to another and 
from media to groups and individuals. Evidence of multistep flow and diffu-
sion of ideas should be sought. The relationship among the media themselves 
and the relationship between the media and the people should be explored.

The main focus should be on how the media are used. Interactivity on the 
Internet websites and chat rooms has become widespread. In a real-life set-
ting, a propagandist might show a video and hand out leaflets afterward. This 
type of practice maximizes the potential of the media. When an audience 
perceives the media, what expectation is it likely to have? What is the audi-
ence asked to do to respond to the message in the media? Does it seem that 
the audience is asked to react without thinking? Are the media used in such 
a way as to conceal the true purpose, identity, or both of the propagandist?

Propaganda is associated with the control of information flow. Those who 
control public opinion and behavior make maximum and intelligent use of 
the forms of communication available to them. Certain information will be 
released in sequence or together with other information. This is a way of 
distorting information because it may set up a false association. Propaganda 
may appear in the medium that has a monopoly in a contained area. There 
may or may not be an opportunity for counterpropaganda within or on com-
peting media. The media should have the capability to reach target audiences, 
or new technologies may have to be designed and constructed to do so.

The analyst should see what visual images are presented through pictures; 
symbols; graphics; colors; filmed, televised, and Internet representations; 
books; pamphlets; and newspapers. Also, verbal innovations need to be 
examined for information, slogans, and emotional arousal techniques. The 
analyst should go beyond interpretation of the message to a closer scrutiny 
of the ways the message is presented in the media. What is the overall 
impression left with the audience? Essentially, how are the visual and verbal 
messages consistent with the ideology? The book, Representation: Cultural 
Representations and Signifying Practices (Hall, Evans, & Nixon, 2013), is an 
excellent resource for understanding the codes and systems of representation 
and interpreting their meanings.

Selection of the media may be related to economics, as well as to the most 
effective access to the audience. An audience located in a remote region 
without access to major media will have to be reached in appropriate ways. 
Because the Internet is free, it has become a popular choice of media. 
Sometimes, the ways that messages are distributed require acceptance of 
innovations on the part of the audience. It may be asked to try new tech-
nologies or to participate in novel activities.
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For analysis of media utilization, every possibility should be examined. 
Bogart (1995) told of the faculty members in engineering and medicine at 
Cairo University who were so intensely sympathetic to communism that they 
would not come to the American library or read American material. They 
would, however, come to see a film about a new surgical procedure devel-
oped by an American physician or a film about an application of engineering 
to industry. The overt purpose of the film was to transmit valuable informa-
tion, but the covert purpose was to get the faculty to observe superior infor-
mation, compared with information from other sources in their professional 
specialties. They were not expecting propaganda, but they absorbed a good 
impression of American science. Eventually, they started coming to the 
American library.

The analyst needs to be aware of unusual and unsavory media utilization 
as well. In 1954, for example, China began to send opium to Thailand to 
promote addiction, dependency, passivity, and lethargy, thus rendering a 
group of people susceptible to takeover.

Special Techniques to Maximize Effect

We have deliberately chosen not to make a comprehensive list of propa-
ganda techniques in the manner of the Institute for Propaganda Analysis (see 
Chapter 5). Propaganda is too complex to limit its techniques to a short list. 
Certain principles, however, can be elaborated to assist the analyst in exam-
ining techniques. Aristotle, in discussing rhetoric, advised the persuader to 
use “all of the available means of persuasion.” Goebbels, in discussing pro-
paganda, advised the propagandist that every means that serves the purpose 
of the conquest of the masses is good. Qualter (1962), in discussing the 
techniques of propaganda, said that the common slogan of the four basic 
criteria of successful propaganda should be considered: It must be seen, 
understood, remembered, and acted on.

We believe that propaganda must be evaluated according to its ends. 
Ends may be desired attitude states, but they are more likely to be desired 
behavior states such as donating, joining, and killing. Audience members 
may also be aroused to enthusiasm manifested in behavior states such as 
cheering and yelling.

Predispositions of the Audience: Creating Resonance

Messages have greater impact when they are in line with existing opin-
ions, beliefs, and dispositions. Jacques Ellul (1965) said, “The propagandist 
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builds his techniques on the basis of his knowledge of man, his tendencies, 
his desires, his needs, his psychic mechanisms, his conditioning” (p. 4). The 
propagandist uses belief to create belief by linking or reinforcing audience 
predispositions to reinforce propagandistic ideology or, in some cases, to 
create new attitudes or behaviors or both. Rather than try to change 
political loyalties, racial and religious attitudes, and other deeply held 
beliefs, the propagandist voices the propagandee’s feelings about these 
things. Messages appear to be resonant, for they seem to be coming from 
within the audience rather than from without. Lawrence Weschler (1983), 
writing about martial law in Warsaw in 1982, quoted John Berger, the 
British art critic, who said, “Propaganda preserves within people outdated 
structures of feeling and thinking whilst forcing new experiences upon 
them. It transforms them into puppets—whilst most of the strain brought 
about by the transformation remains politically harmless as inevitably 
incoherent frustration” (p. 69). Some obvious techniques to look for when 
analyzing propaganda are links to values, beliefs, attitudes, and past 
behavior patterns of the target audience.

Messages that are supportive of, rather than discrepant from, commonly 
held views of the people are more likely to be effective. Yet, the propagandist 
uses canalization to direct preexisting behavior patterns and attitudes. Once 
a pattern has been established among a target audience, the propagandist 
can try to canalize it in one direction or another.

When change does take place, it does so because of a multitude of factors 
related to the source of the message, the impact of opinion leaders, group 
interaction, the context in which the message is sent and received, and media 
utilization.

Source Credibility

Source credibility is one contributing factor that seems to influence 
change. People have a tendency to look up to authority figures for knowl-
edge and direction. Expert opinion is effective in establishing the legitimacy 
of change and is tied to information control. Once a source is accepted on 
one issue, another issue may be established as well on the basis of prior 
acceptance of the source.

The analyst looks for an audience’s perceived image of the source. How 
does the audience regard the source? Are the people deferential, and do they 
accept the message on the basis of leadership alone? Is the propaganda 
agent a hero? Does the audience model its behavior after the propagan-
dist’s? How does the propagandist establish identification with the audi-
ence? Does she or he establish familiarity with the audience’s locality, use 
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local incidents, and share interests, hopes, hatreds, and so on? During the 
Vietnam conflict, the Viet Cong would move into a hamlet and establish 
rapport with the local citizenry, taking their time to become integrated into 
the life of the hamlet. Soon, they would enlist help from the villagers; for 
example, some would prepare bandages, and boys would carry messages. 
Seeing that they were helping the Viet Cong, the villagers would experience 
cognitive dissonance and have to justify their own behavior by accepting 
the Viet Cong’s view of the world. American soldiers and aid organizations 
in Afghanistan and Iraq help communities by building schools and restoring 
facilities.

Opinion Leaders

Another technique is to work through those who have credibility in a 
community—the opinion leaders. Bogart (1995, p. 102) told how the USIA 
warned its agents not to offend the opinion leaders in other cultures. They 
were ordered to avoid taboos, curb criticism of respected leaders, and 
observe national pride. He said that Americans should sit down when being 
photographed with Asians in order not to emphasize the Asians’ shorter 
stature. Above all, the agents were warned not to patronize opinion leaders 
in other cultures. The analyst should identify the opinion leaders and exam-
ine the ways the propagandist appeals to their status and influence.

Face-to-Face Contact

The analyst should look for face-to-face contact as a separate activity or 
following an event, or the screening of a video. For example, does the propa-
ganda institution provide local organizations or places to go for “informa-
tion”? Is the environment of the place symbolically manipulated? Traditionally, 
propagandists have provided listening stations, “reading huts,” “red corners,” 
libraries, virtual publications, and cultural events. Bogart (1995) said the 
former USIA provided cultural events that were free of political content but 
that had secondary effects on the people. USIA libraries were used as “bait” 
to get people to go in and hear lectures or see films and videos. The USIA 
made special efforts to create a “pretty, inviting place” with flowers and com-
fortable furniture. The coauthor of this book, Victoria O’Donnell, lived in 
Europe during the Cold War and remembers the American centers and librar-
ies as places to meet important American authors, read American books and 
magazines, drink good bourbon, and eat American food. At the time, these 
centers were a bit plusher and symbolized a “good life” more than native 
places did.
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Group Norms

Group norms are beliefs, values, and behaviors derived from membership 
in groups. They may be culturally derived norms or social and professional 
norms. Research on group behavior has shown that people will go along 
with the group even when the group makes a decision contrary to privately 
held beliefs and values (Karlins & Abelson, 1970, pp. 41–67; Pratkanis & 
Aronson, 2001, pp. 167–173). The propagandist exploits people’s conform-
ing tendencies, and the analyst should look for examples of this. Conforming 
tendencies are also used to create a “herd instinct” in crowds. The propagan-
dist may manipulate the environment to create crowded conditions to 
achieve a more homogeneous effect. It is common practice to hold large 
meetings in halls too small to accommodate the crowd to create the impres-
sion of a groundswell of support.

Reward and Punishment

Another way to get people to accept an idea “publicly” is through a 
system of rewards and punishments. A propagandist may even use threats 
and physical inducements toward compliance. Propaganda of the deed is 
when a nonsymbolic act is presented for its symbolic effect on an audience. 
For example, public torture of a criminal has been practiced for its presum-
able effect on others. When the Taliban was in power in Afghanistan, 
women accused of adultery were stoned to death before large crowds of 
people. Giving “foreign aid” with more of an eye to influencing a recipi-
ent’s attitudes than to building the economy of a country is an example of 
symbolic reward.

Monopoly of the Communication Source

Whenever a communication source is a monopoly, such as a single news-
paper or television network, and the message is consistent and repetitious, 
people are unlikely to challenge the message. Weschler (1983) said that in 
Poland prior to the victory of Solidarity, people heard the same thing over 
and over again. “After a while,” he said, “it does get through, and they find 
themselves thinking, ‘Those Solidarity extremists really were bastards.’ But 
the strange thing is that this in no way affects their hatred of the govern-
ment” (p. 69). As previously noted, the Internet has made monopoly of a 
communication source less likely except in countries like China and North 
Korea, where the Internet is controlled by the state.
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Visual Symbols of Power

The analyst should look at the media messages to examine the visual 
symbolization of power. Do visual representations have an iconographic 
denotation of power and ubiquity? For example, when a speaker stands in 
front of a huge flag, an emotional association is transferred to the speaker. 
Sometimes, a speaker will stand in front of a huge poster of herself or him-
self. This symbolizes a larger-than-life feeling and creates a sense of potency. 
Hitler, represented as a Teutonic knight, and Mussolini, a state prince, were 
symbolized in pictures and posters as the new emperors of Europe. Soviet 
socialist realism art featured paintings of tireless laborers, courageous Red 
Army soldiers, diligent schoolchildren, and dedicated Communist Party 
activists, symbolizing Soviet political ideals. Stalin was depicted in paintings 
as a tall, handsome man, although he was short, bandy-legged, and had a 
pockmarked face and withered left arm (T. Clark, 1997, pp. 87–101).

Corporate lobbies often have marble floors; guards at the elevators; tall, 
live trees and plants; fountains; and a large, imposing reception desk. 
Executive offices are usually on the top floors where the luxurious custom-
detailed doors are made of fine wood and taller than average; hallway walls 
are paneled; and from inside their offices, the executives have panoramic 
views that extend the office out into the city skyline. The desk puts 7 feet 
between the executive and a visitor, and walking toward the desk is akin to 
approaching a throne. In fact, the executive’s chair is like a throne, sitting 
higher than the visitor’s. Franklin Becker, in his book The Successful Office: 
How to Create a Workspace That’s Right for You (1982), said that these and 
other forms of control and power in an office are meant to be intimidating. 
Expensive art on the walls and rare objects of art are additional visual sym-
bols of power. Major monumental complexes, such as the Acropolis of 
Athens and the Forbidden City of Imperial China, created a sense of power 
by the planned approaches to them. The Acropolis stood at the highest point 
of Athens, with individual buildings forming a processional path to it. The 
Forbidden City in Peking created a cumulative effect as it symmetrically 
aligned many buildings, gateways, plazas, and terraces that led visitors to the 
center, creating awe and respect. Whether a complex of buildings, an office, 
a photograph, a video, or a logo, a visual symbol is a key to a propagandist’s 
desired image.

Language Usage

Verbal symbolization can also create a sense of power. The use of language 
associated with authority figures such as parents, teachers, heroes, and gods 
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renders authority to that which the language describes—”the fatherland,” 
“Mother Church,” “Uncle Sam,” “Dear Leader.” The propaganda agent who 
can manipulate sacred and authority symbols but avoid detection can define 
a public view of the social order. Propaganda uses language that tends to deify 
a cause and satanize opponents. Symbolization affects receivers according to 
associations they make with the symbols. According to Noam Chomsky 
(1992), Western intervention against the Soviet Union during the Cold War 
was warranted by language: “Language that was used in the West was that 
‘the rot may spread’ and the ‘virus’ may ‘infect’ others” (p. 141).

Language can generate fear with terms like Anthrax, terrorist threat, 
chemical weapons, and suicide bombers. “Jihad” literally means “effort in 
the cause of God,” which can be of nonviolent means. The concept of jihad 
has taken on a more violent meaning as used by militant Muslims who use 
the term against Western governments (Karim, 2004, p. 109).

Positive terms may mask the actual intent of government bills and laws. 
During the second Bush administration, environmentalists decried the 
“Clean Air Act” that softened controls on air pollution and the “Healthy 
Forests Initiative” that increased timber cutting.

In wartime, the enemy is often symbolized as subhuman or animal-like to 
soften the killing process linguistically. Metaphors of hunting down animals 
or exterminating vermin were common in the rhetoric of both sides during 
World War II.

Exaggeration is often associated with propaganda. Goebbels said that 
outrageous charges evoked more belief than milder statements. A great deal 
of exaggeration is associated with the language of advertising. Everything is 
the “best there is,” and “satisfaction is guaranteed.” During the Cold War, the 
Soviets called Americans “imperialists” but referred to the Soviet Union as 
the “camp of peace and democracy.”

Innuendo is also associated with propaganda, implying an accusation 
without risking refutation by saying it causes people to draw conclusions. If 
one says, “The captain was sober today,” an audience might draw the con-
clusion that she or he is usually drunk.

Music as Propaganda

From stirring patriotic anthems to protest songs, music and lyrics are 
important propaganda techniques. Whether the exhilarating melodies  
and words of “La Marseillaise” or a commercial jingle advertising Tums, 
music is effective because it combines sound and language and is repeated 
until it becomes familiar. “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” sung in the American 
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Revolutionary War, was an American adaptation of an English satire 
against themselves. Arlo Guthrie’s “Alice’s Restaurant,” written in 1968, 
was both a protest against “an officious and petty village police depart-
ment, as well the Viet Nam War draft” (Perris, 1985, p. 5). The national 
anthems played for the gold medal winners at the Olympic Games signify 
nationalist pride. The “Star Spangled Banner” is sung at the opening of 
baseball and football games. Music is an effective propaganda technique 
because it touches the emotions easily, suggests associations and past expe-
riences, invites us to sing along, and embraces ideology in the lyrics.

Arousal of Emotions

Propaganda is also associated with emotional language and presentations. 
Although this is sometimes true, many agents believe that dispassionate 
reporting is more effective. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) for 
years has been known for its objective and accurate reporting. Outrage was 
expressed when the British government invoked for the first time a little-
known clause in the BBC licensing agreement that gives the government the 
right to take over the BBC transmitters in times of crisis. In 1982 during the 
Falklands invasion, a BBC-originated program came on the air in the guise 
of an Argentine radio program. On the program was “Ascension Alice,” a 
sultry-voiced announcer who attempted to demoralize Argentine troops on 
the Falkland Islands. Alice reported that Argentine President General 
Leopoldo Galtieri said in a television interview that he was prepared to lose 
40,000 men to defend the Falklands. She also played sentimental Latin bal-
lads and a rock song by Queen called “Under Pressure.” The Associated Press 
(AP) said that the BBC also broadcast “clearly fake requests from Argentine 
mothers for their boys at the front” (“British Enlist ‘Alice,’” 1982, p. 10A). 
Without explaining how it received the requests, the BBC played messages 
such as a request from Ernesto’s mother, who said, “Look after yourself son 
and please come home safely soon.” Conservative M.P. Peter Mills said, “We 
have to win the propaganda war. It’s just as important as firing bullets and 
so far not enough ammunition has been made available” (“British Enlist 
‘Alice,’” 1982, p. 10A).

Bogart (1995) said that emotional propaganda may be appropriate for 
semiliterate people, but as previously noted, the USIA tried not to offend 
opinion leaders. He thought reporting should not be heavy-handed. 
Instead of saying, “The Soviet premier was lying again today when he said 
‘ . . . ,’” Voice of America would report, “Comment on this subject points 
out. . . .”
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Audience Reaction to Various Techniques

The analyst looks for evidence of the target audience’s response to propa-
ganda. If a propaganda campaign is open and public, journalists will offer 
critical reaction to it. This should not be mistaken for the target audience’s 
attitudes in opinion polls and surveys reported in the media.

The most important thing to look for is the behavior of the target audi-
ence. This can be in the form of letters to the editor, joining organizations, 
making contributions, purchasing the propagandist’s merchandise, forming 
local groups that are suborganizations for the main institution, acting in 
crowds, rallies, or blogs on the Internet. The analyst also looks for the audi-
ence’s adoption of the propagandist’s language, slogans, and attire. Does the 
target audience take on a new symbolic identity? If so, how does it talk 
about the identity? Over time, does the propaganda purpose become realized 
and part of the social scene?

Counterpropaganda

Counterpropaganda is likely in a free society where media are competitive. 
Where the media are completely controlled, counterpropaganda can be 
found underground. Underground counterpropaganda may take as many 
media forms as the propaganda itself. Some forms of underground counter-
propaganda, such as handbills and graffiti, are obvious, but other important 
forms of counterpropaganda are theater, literature, video, film, and websites. 
Twitter has been widely used in Egypt, Syria, and other repressed countries. 
Alternative ideology is sometimes presented in the form of entertainment.  
A. P. Foulkes (1983) presented many examples of both counterpropaganda 
and propaganda in various literary forms. Examples of counterpropaganda 
to McCarthyism in the 1950s included plays, especially Arthur Miller’s The 
Crucible. Films such as High Noon were also thought to be counterpropa-
ganda to McCarthyism.

Satellite transmission of video counterpropaganda was widely used in 
Czechoslovakia and Poland to resist the communist governments. Home 
video cameras and rented satellite dishes enabled the resistance movement to 
broadcast its messages widely.

Counterpropaganda may become as active as propaganda itself. The ana-
lyst should attempt to determine whether it is clear to the public that coun-
terpropaganda exists to oppose propaganda. Very often, both propaganda 
and counterpropaganda exist apart from mainstream ideology and the 
beliefs and behaviors of the general public.
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If a counterpropaganda campaign is well organized and carried out, the 
analyst can apply some or all of the 10 divisions of propaganda analysis to 
it as well.

Effects and Evaluation

The most important effect is whether the purpose of the propaganda has 
been fulfilled. If not the overall purpose, then perhaps some specific goals 
and/or objectives have been achieved. If the propaganda has failed to achieve 
goals, the propaganda analyst should try to account for the failure in her or 
his analysis.

Questions related to growth in membership should be examined as 
effects. The analyst must be careful about sources in making a determination 
of membership. Propaganda agents traditionally inflate numbers regarding 
membership, contributions, and other goals.

Sometimes, effects can be detected as adjustments in mainstream society. 
The analyst looks for the adoption of the propagandist’s language and 
behaviors in other contexts. Legislation may be enacted to fulfill a propagan-
dist’s goal, but it may be sponsored by a more legitimate source.

Evaluation is directed to the achievement of goals but also to the means 
through which the goals were adopted. How did the selection of media and 
various message techniques seem to affect the outcome? Would a different 
set of choices have altered the outcome? How did the propagandist manipu-
late the context and the environment? Would the outcome have been inevi-
table had there been no propaganda? If the public-at-large changed 
directions, what seems to account for the swing?

It is not always possible to gauge effects. Because Pentagon propaganda 
programs have been inadequately tracked, it is unclear what the impact has 
been, according to a 2013 report by the U.S. Government Accountability 
Office. The Military Information Support Operations has propaganda 
operations though websites, leaflets, and broadcasts intended to change 
foreigners’ “attitudes and behaviors in support of the U.S. Government.” 
As a result, “the military has revised its tracking requirements for propa-
ganda programs,” which extends from Southeast Asia to South America 
(Brook, 2013).

If the analyst can answer the many questions contained within these 10 
categories, a thorough picture and understanding of propaganda will 
emerge. It is not always possible, however, to find all the information one 
needs to make a complete analysis. Years later, a memoir or set of papers will 
appear to fill in missing links and sometimes alter conclusions.
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7
Propaganda in Action

Four Case Studies

The four case studies in this chapter were selected to provide examples of how 
propaganda has been and is being used in our society. The subjects are (a) the 
U.S. government’s and industry’s unusual efforts to promote productivity by 
easing the lives of women shipyard workers in Vanport City, Oregon, during 
World War II; (b) the propaganda of the tobacco industry in the wake of 
attempts by government and private health organizations to protect the public 
from the dangers of smoking; (c) pharmaceutical companies, known as “Big 
Pharma,” that not only market prescription drugs but also play on the fears of 
the public by naming new diseases; and (d) the use of paid “pundits” to pro-
pagandize for the Pentagon on television. Applying the 10-step analysis sug-
gested in Chapter 6, each case study examines the propagandists, the 
audience, the various techniques employed, and counterpropaganda. These 
case studies demonstrate that propaganda can be used in a variety of ways in 
modern society.

In this chapter, the 10 steps of propaganda analysis are applied in various 
ways to what we consider to be four important examples of propaganda 

in our time. The case studies were chosen for the intensity of their propa-
ganda, as well as for their relevancy in today’s society. The only case study 
that can be said to be truly over is that of the women shipyard workers in 
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World War II, although the issue of government support of child care for 
working parents continues. The antismoking campaign reached new heights 
as attorneys general from numerous states sued or prepared to sue the 
American Tobacco Company for misleading the public about the effects of 
cigarette smoking while tobacco legislation failed in Congress in 1998, and 
the conflict continues. Big pharmaceutical companies that make huge profits 
do so by utilizing multiple techniques to sell drugs and market new diseases. 
Paid pundits assist the propaganda efforts of the Pentagon. Each of these 
case studies is presented here as a model of propaganda analysis. We encour-
age our readers to analyze other cases. There are many examples of propa-
ganda to choose from in today’s society.

CASE STUDY 1

Women and War: Work, Housing, and Child Care

In 1943, the wartime housing project Vanport City, Oregon, opened. Vanport 
was a contraction of Vancouver, Washington, and Portland, Oregon, for it 
lay in the lowlands along the Columbia River between the two cities. Forty 
thousand people from all parts of the United States came there to work for 
the Kaiser shipyards, where the famous Liberty and Victory ships as well as 
tankers, troop transports, and aircraft carriers were built, and moved into 
specially built apartment houses paid for by the Federal Housing Authority. 
Public bus transportation was set up to run on a straight line from the hous-
ing, past the schools and the Kaiser Child Service Centers, to the job sites for 
convenience to parents and children.

The Kaiser Child Service Centers, specifically designed to assist working 
mothers in every possible way, had picture windows facing the shipyards so 
that the children could look out and “see where Mommy is working” (see 
Figure 7.2), and the centers were open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 12 
months a year. Infirmaries staffed by physicians and nurses were available so 
that mothers could work when their children were sick. Child-sized bath-
tubs, elevated so that the Child Service Centers staff did not have to strain 
their backs, were used for bathing the children before their mothers picked 
them up to go home at the end of the workday (see Figure 7.3). Dieticians 
and cooks in large professional kitchens prepared nutritious meals not only 
for the children to eat at the centers but also for the mothers to pick up at 
the end of the workday to take home, heat, and feed the whole family (see 
Figures 7.4 and 7.5).
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Between 1943 and 1945, more than 7,000 women worked for Kaiser in 
Oregon as shipfitters, machinists, painters, pipefitters, plumbers, sheet metal 
workers, tank scalers, draftspersons, boilermakers, blacksmiths, slab and 
flangepersons, electricians, welders, burners, and laborers (see Figure 7.1). 
Each woman went to work knowing that her children were receiving excel-
lent care and that she could spend quality time with them after work because 
she was not burdened with household chores. The schools adapted their 
classes to the women’s work shifts; thus, children could arrive as early as 
5:45 a.m. for early classes or attend afternoon classes and stay until 6:30 
p.m. and participate in activities such as dancing lessons, basketball, and 
crafts. All meals were provided at appropriate hours. Whatever a mother’s 
shift, the school accommodated her children.

After World War II ended, the shipyards closed, the women lost their jobs, 
and Vanport City, for the most part, was dismantled. A flood in 1948 
destroyed what was left, so it no longer exists. Some of the many wartime 
communities built and supported by government and industry for the mas-
sive wartime effort had child care facilities. This case study analyzes the 
propaganda of the U.S. government and American industry for one of them, 
Vanport City. It is unusual in that the housing and child care facilities were 
part of the propaganda techniques.

Figure 7.1  Women riveters at Vanport City, Kaiser shipyards, 1943.

SOURCE: Used by permission of the Oregon Historical Society, #OrHi86502.
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The Context, Ideology,  
and Purpose of the Propaganda Campaign

December 7, 1941, when Japanese planes attacked Pearl Harbor, marked 
the U.S. entry into global war. This military crisis stimulated the government 
to take extraordinary efforts to maximize industrial production for equip-
ping the military and its allies. At this time, prevailing attitudes about 
women’s capabilities and proper roles fixed them as wives and mothers 
whose primary concerns were their families and homes. Women, for the 
most part, were sharply limited in their opportunities to work or to earn 
decent wages if they held jobs. During the Depression, women were denied 
the government relief and participation in recovery programs that were 
granted to men. Married women who worked during the Depression were 
viewed as taking jobs away from male breadwinners. “Women’s place” was 
considered to be in the home, although recent studies indicate that many 
female wartime workers had prewar work experience (Golden, 1991).

When World War II began, at first defense employers were reluctant to 
hire women. The federal government’s largest training program, Vocational 
Training for War Production, created no programs for women. As millions 
of men withdrew from jobs to go into military service, however, a different 
ideology was born of necessity, and the possibilities for women to receive 

Figure 7.2  Kaiser Child Service Center, facing the ship-launching site.

SOURCE: Used by permission of the Oregon Historical Society, #OrHi78700 (cropped).
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government training and defense employment increased. By 1942, industry 
and the government began an intense courtship of women that lasted until 
1944. The War Manpower Commission and the Office of War Information 
launched national media appeals to women in an effort to get them to go to 
work. The ideology of government and industry was that women should 
fulfill their patriotic duty and hasten victory by joining the workforce. 
Margaret Hickey, chairperson of the Women’s Advisory Committee to the 
War Manpower Commission, coined the slogan “The day of the lady loafer 
is almost over” (Renov, 1988, p. 34). Women working, however, was consid-
ered to be a temporary, emergency situation, for they were not regarded as 
a permanent part of the workforce.

The propaganda purpose was to achieve maximum production of war-
time materials and recruit women to the workplace; the related purpose was 
to get women to perceive civilian defense work as glamorous, exciting, and 
a patriotic duty. This was based on the myth that women could assume 
men’s roles in a time of crisis, although their true mission in life was to be 
wives and mothers. An advertisement for vitamins depicted a soldier writing 
his last letter to his wife that said his life would be endangered unless civil-
ians pitched in to do work for the war. The slogan in the ad was, “The more 

Figure 7.3  Kaiser Child Service Center staff worker bathing a child 
in a special tub.

SOURCE: Used by permission of the Oregon Historical Society, #OrHi80376.
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women at war . . . the sooner we win.” The most controversial aspect of this 
view was created by the deeply held belief that mothers should stay at home 
to care for their small children. Many attempts were made to alter that belief 
for the duration of the war, and child care programs were hastily organized. 
Most were inadequate and poorly staffed (Anderson, 1981), with the excep-
tion of Vanport City and the Kaiser Child Service Centers.

Identification of the Propagandist  
and the Structure of the Propaganda Organization

The U.S. government openly conducted a propaganda campaign to alter 
perceptions of women in the workplace. The government as propagandist 
was assisted by industry, the media, and local groups; thus, there was an 
amazing consistency in the tone of the campaign. The Signal Corps film The 
Hidden Army depicts fictional German leaders calling American women 
“decadent playgirls” because they would not work like German women. 
American women are dramatized as resenting work because it interferes 
with shopping until they receive telegrams telling them of the deaths of their 

Figure 7.4  Kaiser Child Service Center employee packs meals for 
mothers to take home when they pick up their children, 1944.

SOURCE: Used by permission of the Oregon Historical Society, #OrHi80373.
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loved ones. Then the women are shown leaving their children in day nurser-
ies and going to work as welders. A woman says, “This is why women know 
this is a women’s war.” Nazi leaders are then shown lamenting their under-
estimation of American women while a woman says, “This is the greatest 
woman of all,” as the image of the Statue of Liberty is shown. Glamour Girls 
of 1943 is an Office of War Information film that reassured women they 
could do the work in the factories. A woman is shown operating a lathe “as 
easy as a juicer in her kitchen,” and another uses a drill press “as if it were 
a sewing machine.” An African American woman is learning how to weld 

Figure 7.5  All you do is “heat and eat” the food from the Child 
Service Center, 1944.

SOURCE: Used by permission of the Oregon Historical Society, #OrHi86503 (cropped).
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while the voiceover says, “This woman is taking to welding as if it were a 
washing machine in her own home.” These metaphors sound silly today, but 
they were important in emphasizing women’s domestic role, as well as their 
abilities to do wartime work. An RKO Pathé News newsreel titled The 
Homefront (1943) presents a soldier on furlough who sees children being 
well cared for in nurseries while their mothers work in factories. Popular 
movie stars were also featured in newsreels with messages such as Loretta 
Young’s “It is your duty to go to work” and Helen Hayes assuring women 
that children are happy and learn good values in child care centers. Katherine 
Hepburn told “what mothers did in the war in the battle of production.”

Henry J. Kaiser had agreed to build 60 freighters for Great Britain in early 
1941 and then contracted with the U.S. government to build 200 Liberty 
ships. He owned the Oregon Shipyard Corporation, which had three huge 
shipyards, and his son Edgar was the general manager. There, they built the 
famous Liberty ships, the first of which was launched on September 27, 
1941. The production rate for these ships was so great that 76 ships had 
been built by September 1942. In fact, the Joseph N. Teal was built in a 
record 10 days. President Franklin D. Roosevelt attended the launching, 
where his daughter christened the ship before 14,000 spectators (“President 
Visits Vanport, Oregon,” 1943). Speedy production was necessary to supply 
the military with ships to fight the war; therefore, the government and the 
shipbuilding industry worked hand in hand. By the end of 1942, 75,000 
workers were employed in the shipyards, with expectations of 100,000 
within months. The workers came from all over America, creating a housing 
shortage of enormous proportions in Portland, Oregon. People slept in cars 
and tents. Movie theaters started feature films at 2:15 a.m. to accommodate 
the homeless. Appeals were made to retirees to move to other cities to make 
room for the workers.

To relieve the situation, Kaiser bought 650 acres along the Oregon side of 
the Columbia River to build a wartime housing project. Funds for wartime 
housing projects generally came from Lanham Act appropriations, which 
were funneled through the National Housing Authority and its subsidiary, 
the Federal Public Housing Administration (FPHA), but these funds were 
already expended. Kaiser went to the U.S. Maritime Commission (USMC) 
with his plan. The USMC approved it and advanced $26 million to Kaiser, 
who would build the project that would be supervised by the FPHA. Kaiser 
signed a cost-plus $2 contract to build his city. This differed from other 
wartime housing projects because two different government agencies were 
involved in addition to the Kaiser company. Kaiser was in charge of archi-
tectural planning, but the FPHA had to approve the design. A 1943 article 
titled “Vanport City” in Architectural Forum articulated his goal and called 
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Kaiser “the ‘miracle man’ of World War II production and the most effective 
crusader for housing the United States has ever seen. But not for philan-
thropic reasons” (p. 53). The article quoted Michael Miller, manager of 
Kaiser’s Vancouver shipyard:

The way people live and the way their families are cared for is bound to be 
reflected in production. If members of his family are sick, the worker worries 
on the job or stays home to take care of them. (p. 54)

Thus, the propaganda goal to be achieved by building the facilities at 
Vanport City was optimum production.

The Portland architectural firm Wolff and Phillips was hired to design 
Vanport City, with the following design objectives: (a) to house as many 
people as possible with the least amount of building materials, (b) to include 
nursery schools and bus shelters, and (c) to facilitate women’s entry into the 
war (Maben, 1987; “Vanport City,” 1943). These design objectives were 
propaganda objectives as well, for the housing facilitated women’s work that 
supported the propagandist’s purpose. The city, now dubbed “Kaiserville,” 
for 40,000 new residents, including 9,000 children, was constructed in 10 
months and officially completed on September 26, 1943, although people 
had begun moving from their tourist cabins, trailer camps, and rented rooms 
into completed units 10 months earlier. In addition to 10,000 housing units, 
five grade schools, six nursery schools, five social halls, a post office, three 
fire halls, a library, a theater, stores, and a hospital were built—the largest 
housing project in the world.

The Housing Authority of Portland (HAP) was the last link in the struc-
ture of the propaganda organization, for it administered the project locally, 
although the city of Portland, the county of Multnomah, and the state of 
Oregon were not consulted on any phase of the planning (Maben, 1987). 
Vanport City had no municipal government, and the residents had no voice 
in its operation. The propaganda organization functioned as a strong part-
nership between government and industry.

The Target Audience

Men and women were recruited to work in the Kaiser shipyards. The first 
full-page advertisements appeared in the Portland Oregonian, exhorting 
people in the name of patriotism to work in the shipyards. Recruiters went 
to New York City to recruit 20,000 workers there and provided a 17-car 
train to transport them to Portland. Workers were brought in from so many 
states that only four states were not represented—Rhode Island, New 



342——Propaganda & Persuasion

Hampshire, Maine, and Delaware (Maben, 1987). Basically, the recruits 
were young, married, and had young children. Shipyard work had been 
strictly a male bastion, but Kaiser, a pioneer in hiring women to work in 
shipyards, hired them without discrimination in position or wages. Although 
other defense industries recruited women in door-to-door solicitation drives 
in Baltimore, Seattle, and Detroit (Anderson, 1981), there is no evidence that 
Kaiser did anything but advertise in the newspapers.

Certainly, the national media campaign to encourage women to make 
home-front sacrifices comparable to those of men in the battle zones must 
have affected the women who decided to work in the shipyards. Some 
women workers came with their husbands who subsequently went to war; 
thus, the women stayed and worked in their husbands’ places. Other factors 
were economic necessity, a desire for independence, and loneliness. Many 
women had to leave their children with friends and relatives to go to work 
in other shipyards. Those who went to Vanport City took their children with 
them. This and the prospect of good wages, no doubt, were major incentives.

Media Utilization Techniques

One form of media utilization is the control of information flow. Vanport 
City closely resembled the corporation company town of an earlier era. In 
cooperation with the U.S. government, HAP was the town’s operator, and it 
imposed heavy restrictions and regulations on the occupants. Efforts to 
change the regulations were effectively squelched. One Vanport City couple 
submitted an article to the Saturday Evening Post, complaining about the 
regimentation and bureaucracy. HAP got the Post to suspend publication of 
the article on the grounds that it interfered with the war effort (Maben, 
1987). Another regulation required the schools to be operated on a double-
shift basis, 12 months of the year. Superintendent James T. Hamilton tried 
from 1943 to end the double shift for the sake of the children. Not until 
1945 did federal officials, with private knowledge of how well the war in the 
Pacific was going and that ship production would be phased out, withdraw 
their objections.

Special Techniques to Maximize Effect

To get the workers to give their best energies to production, Kaiser pro-
vided the workers’ needs for affordable housing, on-site services, and exten-
sive child care services. Dolores Hayden (1986), in her book about 
architecture, Redesigning the American Dream: The Future of Housing, 
Work, and Family Life, said that Vanport City “was the most ambitious 
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attempt ever made in the United States to shape space for employed women 
and their families” (p. 8). Vanport City offered a dazzling array of induce-
ments for mothers with children to take on wartime jobs. James L. Hymes, 
who was in charge of the child care centers at the shipyards, which were 
initially suggested by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, said,

In the past good nursery schools have been a luxury for the wealthy. The Kaiser 
Child service centers are among the first places where working people, people 
of average means, have been able to afford good nursery education for their 
children. (Hayden, 1986, p. 161)

Every woman who was a mother was interviewed by Kaiser-employed 
counselors to determine how she planned to care for her children while 
working. The majority of mothers were reluctant at first to leave their chil-
dren in the child care centers and made other, less satisfactory arrangements 
for their care. The administrative staff of the Kaiser Child Service Centers 
conducted an intensive campaign to convince the mothers to bring their 
children to the centers. Every mother who worked at the shipyards received 
direct mail with a registration form complete with return postage. Posters 
about the child care centers were prominently displayed in the shipyards. 
Announcements about the child care centers were made over the public 
address systems during lunchtime. Conducted tours of the centers were held 
on Sundays (“Publicizing the Centers to Workers,” 1944). The Kaiser com-
pany newspaper, Bos ‘n’ Whistle, featured pictures of happy children at play 
and families bringing their babies and toddlers to the center (“Service 
Byword,” 1944). Eventually, both child care centers filled to their capacity of 
2,400 children (“2400 Families,” 1944). The cost for child care in the state-
of-the-art centers with all amenities was 75 cents a day for the first child and 
50 cents a day for each additional child. Parents and children went through 
initial interviews together so that each child could be given special attention 
and appropriate placement. The children were cared for and taught by 
highly qualified professionals directed by Lois Meek Stoltz, former head of 
the Institute of Child Development at Columbia University, and the student-
teacher ratio was about 30 to 1. Every effort was made to reassure parents 
that their children were well cared for, and it was convenient to take the 
children to the center because the buses traveled on a straight line from 
Vanport City to the shipyards via the Child Service Centers.

The child care centers offered other services to the mothers as well. 
Clothing that needed mending could be dropped off at no charge. Shoppers 
picked up groceries and other staples “to save the mother’s strength,” 
according to a Kaiser pamphlet (Meeting Needs, 1944).
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The apartment complexes maximized the living quarters and minimized 
the cooking areas because hot meals could be brought home from the child 
care centers. Most workers purchased the meals-to-go four times a week. 
These mothers could spend time with their children instead of cooking and 
doing dishes. The design and the support activities symbolized cultural atti-
tudes toward women’s work. It was valued, and it was assisted with strong 
regard for the welfare of the children. The women also gained a strong iden-
tity as workers who did not have to perform major domestic chores.

Audience Reaction to Various Techniques

People came in droves to Vanport City. They complained about the 
restrictions related to maintenance and recreation, but the housing units 
were always filled, and the schools and the Kaiser Child Service Centers were 
huge successes. In the video Women, War, and Work (O’Donnell, 1994, 
1998)1 women who worked in the shipyards and their family members are 
interviewed. They express strong satisfaction with the living and working 
conditions and the Vanport City schools and child care centers.

Effects and Evaluation

Occupancy of Vanport City reached its highest peak during January 1945. 
When layoffs began, they were severe: 3,000 were terminated in the first 
week. By July 1945, the population had dropped from 40,000 to 26,000. By 
November, the housing projects were half full. Stabilized by July 1946 at 
15,000, demolition paid for by Lanham Act funds began. Twelve hundred 
housing units were moved to Bremerton, Washington, for the naval yard. 
Additional units were used for salvage. At the end, 6,396 units remained 
(Maben, 1987). This was consistent with the rest of the nation as war con-
tracts were canceled, men returned from war, and women lost their jobs.

The housing project at Vanport City met working mothers’ needs in a 
sensitive and helpful way. Never again have American working women been 
treated as carefully as they were when women’s work was needed for a 
national emergency.

Between June and September 1945, one of every four women in the 
United States lost their jobs in the factories, the automobile and steel indus-
tries, and the shipyards. Those who remained in the labor force shifted to 
clerical, service, and sales positions, with reduced earnings (Hartmann, 
1982). Another propaganda campaign to remind women of their “proper” 
roles was on the horizon.
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CASE STUDY 2

Smoking and Health:  
Corporate Propaganda Versus Public Safety

Sometimes it takes a long time to solve a problem, and often no real progress 
seems to be made in arriving at a solution. Those who fought the tobacco 
industry and to make the public aware of the enormous health dangers asso-
ciated with the consumption of tobacco products endured many years of 
frustration. The tobacco industry and the many other parties who profited 
from the sale of tobacco fought one of the longest, costliest propaganda 
battles in the history of the United States, aimed at fending off any attempts 
to establish a causal link between tobacco consumption and a myriad of 
health problems—most notably, lung cancer. The industry rightly feared that 
if causal links were firmly established, then the industry would be vulnerable 
to lawsuits for enormous sums of money.

This case study examines specific issues surrounding the campaign to 
remove cigarette advertising from the broadcast media and the long-running 
efforts to make the tobacco industry face up to the dangers of smoking. It 
shows that very often, propaganda from one side is so powerful and well 
organized that it simply overwhelms the opposing forces. For many years, 
the tobacco lobby was so powerful in the United States that it appeared 
virtually untouchable in the halls of Congress; yet, inroads were made, albeit 
small ones. In the early 1990s, a dramatic combination of events suddenly 
forced the tobacco industry on the defensive and to begin to negotiate an 
unprecedented series of costly settlements with national and state health 
authorities.

Most cities now have legislation that establishes no-smoking areas in both 
public and work places; many companies, such as Pacific Northwest Bell, 
have banned smoking from their office buildings; universities have begun to 
declare themselves “smoke-free environments”; and all over the United 
States, restaurants are creating smoke-free areas. This case study demon-
strates that, over time, constant pressure, often originating with just a small 
group of individuals and aided by the right combination of economic, 
political, and social climate, can effect changes even in the face of a massive 
propaganda structure. This is an examination of how a combination of per-
sonal fortitude; legislative, legal, and political maneuvering; and some luck 
has brought about change. As this case study is being written, the battle 
among the tobacco industry, a multitude of government health agencies, and 
states’ attorneys general continues. Although the outcome of this battle 
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(massive financial settlements by the industry) is now more predictable than 
just 10 years ago, the exact nature and extent of this settlement are still being 
hotly negotiated and debated.

The Ideology and Purpose of the Propaganda Campaign

Tobacco has been the subject of controversy ever since it was introduced 
into Europe after Christopher Columbus’s visit to the Americas. Columbus 
had reported that North American natives used its dry leaves for inducing 
pleasure. The first widely reported medical condemnation of tobacco 
occurred in 1665, when the great diarist Samuel Pepys witnessed a Royal 
Society experiment in which a cat “quickly expired” after being fed “a drop 
of distilled oil of tobacco” (Glantz, 1996, p. 1). Not until the late 1940s, 
however, did modern scientific experimentation begin to turn up consistent 
evidence of the harmful nature of tobacco, and the link between smoking 
and lung cancer began to strengthen. This resulted in the first U.S. surgeon 
general’s report on smoking and health, in 1964, which contained the con-
clusion that smoking causes lung cancer. At this point, the tobacco industry 
began an all-out assault on the increasing body of scientific evidence that 
threatened its existence. For more than 30 years, the industry mounted mas-
sive public relations campaigns backed by costly legal and political strategies 
to fend off attempts to restrict the sale of tobacco. For most of this time, 
these strategies were successful in protecting the industry’s enormous profits 
despite the overwhelming scientific and medical evidence that consumption 
of tobacco products disabled or killed hundreds of thousands of smokers 
and even nonsmokers every year.

Underscoring this battle are the provisions of the Constitution of the 
United States. Essentially, as long as tobacco is a consumer product that is 
legally and openly available on the market (admittedly with certain limita-
tions regarding age), it is protected under a variety of legal guarantees. Thus, 
because tobacco is not a “banned” substance like marijuana or cocaine, it 
can openly be sold and advertised (again with certain “negotiated” restric-
tions). The tobacco industry has constantly resorted to a “First Amendment” 
defense of its right to continue to sell and advertise its products. Legislators 
have an obvious reluctance to ban all tobacco products; the dominant eco-
nomic impact of the industry in the so-called tobacco states, the intensive 
lobbying efforts at all levels of government, and the enormous contribution 
that tobacco taxes make to city, state, and national treasuries mitigate 
against this drastic action. Also, previous attempts to ban outright such 
“addictive” leisure-inducing products as alcohol in the Prohibition Era 
(1919–1932) resulted in an extremely damaging flaunting of the law and a 
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flourishing black market in the product. (Many historians have suggested 
that Prohibition was largely responsible for the rise and solidification of 
organized crime in the United States.) The campaign to remove tobacco 
advertising from television and subsequent tobacco health settlements must 
be evaluated against the background of this complex interplay of the ideol-
ogy of capitalism and the First Amendment versus government intervention 
for purposes of public protection.

The Context in Which the Propaganda Occurs

This case study concentrates on the period leading up to, and the after-
math of, the attempts to ban cigarette advertising on television and radio. 
Prior to this development, cigarette and other tobacco product companies 
had been major sponsors of commercial broadcasting since the early days of 
radio in the 1920s, and public “brand identification” for such products as 
Camel, Lucky Strike, and Marlboro was exceptionally high. Smoking was as 
everyday an activity as drinking a cup of coffee and was widely practiced 
and accepted in society.

On January 1, 1971, all cigarette advertising disappeared from American 
radio and television. No longer was the Marlboro Man able to light up and 
show off his tattoo at the same time, the “cool” world of mentholated 
cigarettes with smoking couples always carefully depicted in a green pas-
toral setting ceased to exist, and the recently introduced line of “women’s 
cigarettes”—Virginia Slims—could no longer entertain us with humorous 
vignettes depicting what happened to women who were caught smoking in 
the period before the 1930s. In the words of the Virginia Slims slogan, the 
fight against tobacco advertising on broadcasting had “come a long way, 
baby!” But to reach this point required a series of actions and reactions 
involving a complex mixture of groups and individuals, both inside and 
outside Congress, and the development of propaganda campaigns with 
literally billions of dollars at stake.

The Broadcasting Ban

The emergence of first radio advertising and then television advertising 
proved to be of immense significance to the growth of the cigarette indus-
try. The use of broadcast advertising was a major propaganda weapon in 
promoting smoking as an acceptable social behavior. Of course, other mass 
media, most notably the movies, which often depicted cigarette smoking as 
a glamorous and romantic activity, and magazines, with their colorful full-
page advertisements, must also accept major responsibility here. Cigarette 
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brands were widely associated in the public’s mind with the sponsorship of 
many popular radio and then television shows. Brands such as Lucky 
Strike, Camel, Philip Morris, and Chesterfield became symbols of enter-
tainment as much as commerce during the era of the large radio networks. 
The emergence of television as a major advertising force in the 1950s 
brought into prominence such brands as Kent, with its “micronite filter” 
(later shown to have contained asbestos), and Winston, which “tastes good 
like a cigarette should,” or the Old Gold woman dancing away inside her 
cigarette box, with only her arms and legs visible. Of all these new televi-
sion-promoted brands, Marlboro, featuring the clean outdoors and the 
weathered features of the Marlboro Man in his cowboy hat and tattoo, 
was most memorable even though the actor involved later contracted lung 
cancer from cigarette smoking.

Television was used to promote filter cigarettes, with broad hints or often 
specific claims that these were “healthier” than the unfiltered variety. In the 
late 1940s, filter cigarettes accounted for 1.5% of the total market; by 1968, 
this had increased to nearly 75%. During this same period, the number of 
different brands grew from a half dozen to more than 30, in all shapes and 
sizes. In the latter part of the 1960s, the heavy promotion given to new 
brands of longer, 100-millimeter cigarettes was particularly upsetting to 
those who were beginning to demand government regulation. In 1967, 3 
years after the U.S. surgeon general’s report linking cigarette smoking to lung 
cancer and other medical problems, tobacco manufacturers were spending 
about $217 million on television. In that same year, the U.S. Public Health 
Service issued a report containing the finding that “cigarette smokers have 
substantially higher rates of death and disability than their non-smoking 
counterparts in the population” (Whiteside, 1970, p. 43).

Although the forces opposed to smoking lacked the structural organiza-
tion to match the industry’s propaganda, they were not without friends in 
the federal bureaucracy, as well as in Congress. After a complex series of 
legislative actions fought every step of the way by the tobacco industry, the 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) finally managed to get President Lyndon 
Johnson’s signature on a bill on July 27, 1965, requiring a health warning 
on cigarette packages. This bill also prevented the FTC from any further 
action against the tobacco industry for 4 years. The industry wanted a per-
manent ban, but nevertheless this action was seen more as a victory for the 
propaganda efforts of the Tobacco Institute (an industry lobby group created 
in 1958) than a positive health measure. The label was not seen as a serious 
threat to tobacco sales, whereas removing the FTC from the issue was seen 
as a major blow for the antismoking group. After examining this battle, one 
lobbyist for the antismoking side characterized the contest between the 
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tobacco industry and the health people as being similar to a match between 
the Green Bay Packers and a high school football team. The rather unex-
pected fight to remove cigarette advertising from the broadcast media must 
be viewed against this background.

The FCC and John Banzhaf III

A young New York lawyer, John Banzhaf III, was concerned about the 
tactics being used to advertise cigarettes, particularly “about the use of the 
public airwaves to seduce young people into taking up smoking without any 
attempt to tell the other side of the story on television and radio” (Whiteside, 
1970, p. 46). He wrote a letter to WCBS-TV in New York, asking that free 
airtime be made available to present the health hazard side of the cigarette 
story. This request was denied, as Banzhaf had expected, so his next step was 
to file a petition with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), 
pointing out that the U.S. surgeon general’s report and other scientific find-
ings had shown a relationship between smoking and health, and further-
more, that because this was a controversial issue of public importance, it was 
therefore proper for the FCC to order radio and television stations to pro-
vide reply time under the Fairness Doctrine. This petition was presented 
early in January 1967, and on Friday, June 2, of that year, the FCC—to 
everyone’s surprise—ruled that its Fairness Doctrine did indeed apply to 
cigarette advertising on radio and television. The commission dismissed 
Banzhaf’s appeal for “equal time,” offering instead a ratio of one antismok-
ing message to three cigarette commercials. Everyone from the tobacco 
interests to Congress was caught off guard, but it was clear that the ruling 
would be appealed.

Once he had achieved this major victory, Banzhaf expected that he could 
bow out and that major private health organizations, such as the American 
Cancer Society, the National Tuberculosis Association, and the American 
Heart Association—all known propagandists against smoking—would step 
in and take over. He quickly discovered, however, that these groups had seri-
ous misgivings about alienating the broadcasters, on whom they relied for 
free airtime for their own causes and especially for fund-raising activities. The 
health group support for the FCC decision was quiet, unassertive, and almost 
nonexistent during the period when the tobacco industry and the broadcast-
ers appealed the FCC’s ruling. Even Senator Robert Kennedy tried to inter-
vene with the health groups on behalf of Banzhaf, but without success. To 
their credit, the health agencies thought the burden of the defense of the 
original decision lay with the FCC’s own legal staff, and eventually they were 
proved correct. On November 21, 1968, the U.S. Court of Appeals held that 
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the FCC could use its Fairness Doctrine to require free airtime for antismok-
ing commercials because this decision was “a public-health measure addressed 
to a unique danger authorized by official and congressional action” (Banzhaf 
v. Federal Communications Commission, 1968).

The result was that a series of antismoking commercials began to appear 
on radio and television, and this constituted the first major media propa-
ganda campaign against tobacco interests. Tobacco companies even tried to 
obtain “right of reply” to the antismoking commercials but were turned 
down by the courts. The real importance of getting these antismoking com-
mercials on the air was only realized later, when, in February 1969, the FCC 
issued a public notice that it intended to propose a ruling to ban cigarette 
advertising from all radio and television broadcasting. This notice was filed 4 
months before the end of the 4-year moratorium on the ban that had pre-
vented federal regulatory agencies from taking action against the tobacco 
industry. The FCC had put Congress on notice that if it did not act by July 1 
of that year, the FCC would go ahead with its intentions and tobacco adver-
tising would disappear from the airwaves.

The tobacco lobby quickly swung into preparation, and several long con-
gressional hearings were held to discuss the whole issue of cigarettes and 
health and the proposed FCC action. The National Association of Broadcasters 
(NAB) actively joined forces with the Tobacco Institute to combat the FCC’s 
intention with a barrage of propaganda claiming that the broadcast industry 
should be left to regulate itself. Eventually, however, cracks began to appear in 
this seemingly impregnable alliance, and on July 8, 1969, the NAB announced 
a plan to phase out all cigarette advertising from the air over a 3½-year period 
beginning on January 1, 1970. It is unclear exactly what prompted this deci-
sion, but it seems to have been inspired by the fear of having to air both pro 
and con advertising for tobacco products for the foreseeable future. Moreover, 
who knew where this might lead with regard to other controversial products? 
It was far better to bite the bullet and get rid of cigarette advertising lest it 
contaminate other products. In any case, it was thought that, in the 3½-year 
interim, the broadcast industry would easily find other customers only too 
eager to buy into the prime-time programs or sporting events made available 
by the removal of cigarette advertising. The tobacco industry, stung by what it 
considered to be betrayal by the broadcasters, went one step further and vol-
untarily agreed to end all broadcast advertising by September 1970.

Eventually, acting in a statesmanlike, responsible manner, broadcasters 
moved the date up to January 1, 1970. The broadcast industry, which stood 
to lose more than $250 million a year for 3 years by this decision, became 
the injured party. Naturally, the print media were elated at the prospect of 
all that additional advertising revenue coming their way. Eventually, after 
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much lobbying by all parties, a compromise was reached, and the final date 
of January 1, 1971, was set to allow the broadcasters one last chance to 
extract some revenue from the football bowl games on New Year’s Day. The 
tobacco industry had to get Congress to exempt it from antitrust action to 
act in a concerted manner like this. Congress also managed to extract from 
the tobacco industry an agreement to strengthen the warning on cigarette 
packages to read “Warning: The Surgeon General Has Determined That 
Cigarette Smoking Is Dangerous to Your Health.”

Since 1971, no cigarette advertising has appeared on radio or television; 
however, as Fritschler (1983) pointed out,

The cigarette manufacturers were discovering that agreement with the anti-
smoking people was not such a bad thing. The advertising budgets of the 
manufacturers dropped an estimated 30 percent in 1971, the first year of the 
television and radio ad ban, and gross sales were up 3 percent. (p. 141)

The tobacco industry simply switched its advertising strategy, purchas-
ing more print and billboard space and sponsoring special sporting and 
other events that gave it clear identification in the media. Kool Mentholated 
cigarettes sponsored a series of jazz festivals, Virginia Slims supported 
women’s tennis tournaments, and numerous other events suddenly found 
tobacco sponsors.

This somewhat unexpected victory for the antitobacco forces was really 
just a starting point in the propaganda war that was to follow. Their decision 
to remove themselves from broadcast advertising was a calculated strategy 
on the part of the cigarette manufacturers to remove pressure in an area 
where the government did have the power to legislate through the FCC. 
Now, the battle to make the public aware of the health dangers posed by 
smoking would begin to intensify.

Identification of the Propagandist

In a propaganda battle as massive and long running as this one, many pro-
pagandists can be identified on both sides of the controversy. The propagan-
dists are the large international companies that constitute the tobacco 
industry—for example, R. J. Reynolds, Liggett & Myers, Brown & Williamson—
on one side, and on the other side, there is the array of public and government 
organizations that oppose the consumption of tobacco products because it 
constitutes a health hazard and an environmental nuisance.

First, tobacco interests in the United States constitute an impressive part 
of the nation’s economy and have established themselves as an important 
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force in American politics. The so-called tobacco coalition includes the even-
tual clientele who smoke more than $43 billion worth of tobacco products 
annually, the 22 states in which tobacco is grown (3 states—Virginia, North 
Carolina, and South Carolina—currently grow most of the tobacco that sup-
plies the industry), the approximately 2.5 million jobs of varying types with 
a payroll of $52 billion supported by the tobacco industry, and the $16.5 
billion contribution tobacco makes directly to the nationwide tax base. The 
industry as a whole accounts for about 2.5% of the nation’s gross national 
product. Beneficiaries of this multi-billion-dollar industry include manufac-
turers, advertising agencies, the mass media, farmers, tax collectors, and 
shopkeepers (Fritschler, 1983). Clearly, a lot of money and many other issues 
are involved in any political decisions regarding smoking.

Second, tobacco has an almost mystical role in American history; it was 
one of the first American crops exported by the early settlers and was once 
so valuable that it was even used as currency. Third, this ties in with one 
of the ideological perspectives mentioned above that concerns the tradi-
tional historical antagonism that arises between government and business, 
especially when the regulation of health or environmental matters is the 
primary issue. In these instances, unless the advantages to the business 
community involved are very obvious, there is likely to be a great deal of 
politicking, and the myth of government interference in free enterprise is 
likely to be raised. Besides, most Americans do not like to be told what to 
eat, drink, or smoke.

Fourth—and this is a very complex factor indeed—since 1933, tobacco 
producers have been the beneficiaries of federal assistance through the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), which operates a price support program 
and market quota rules that enforce a mandatory limit on production. These 
regulations have driven tobacco prices up and kept the supply down. The 
contradiction here is obvious, for as Fritschler (1983) noted,

For the proponents of these tobacco regulations to turn around and fight 
consumer-health regulation on the grounds that government regulation is 
unwarranted interference by big brother and bad for the economy is the kind 
of argument which makes rational people wince. (p. 9)

The tobacco industry tends to slide by this conundrum in its antilegislative 
philosophy. Perhaps this is best exemplified by the statement by Jesse Helms, 
the conservative Republican senator from the major tobacco state of North 
Carolina and a leader of the industry’s fight against regulation: “In North 
Carolina, tobacco isn’t a commodity, it’s a religion!” Thus, we have a large, 
powerful industry, determined to preserve its privileges, facing continuous 
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pressure from an equally determined, increasingly empowered group of indi-
viduals, together with various private and government health and legal agen-
cies, all of whom are concerned by the growing and very costly health menace 
that smoking has become.

The Structure of the Propaganda Organization

Over the years, many organizations have been created to propagandize 
on both sides of this issue. The tobacco industry has always had one 
essential goal for its propaganda: reinforcing the consistent viewpoint 
that, despite the thousands of studies that have established the connec-
tion between smoking and various physical ailments, the actual causal 
link between smoking and these medical problems has not been clearly 
established. The list of health problems associated with tobacco use is a 
long one—lung cancer; cancer of the mouth, larynx, esophagus, stomach, 
pancreas, cervix, kidney, and bladder; and emphysema, chronic bronchi-
tis, cardiovascular disease, stroke, sudden death, ulcers, hypertension, 
and brain hemorrhage. Although the health hazards of smoking had been 
pointed out as early as the mid-19th century, it took a series of private 
and government reports between 1954 and 1964 to bring the matter into 
the public arena for political debate. After the initial 1954 study reports 
by a private group, the tobacco industry responded with the creation of 
the Tobacco Industry Research Committee (now called the Council for 
Tobacco–USA), which distributed fairly substantial funds for scientific 
research on the use of tobacco and its effects on health. Although this 
served as a counterpropaganda move, in that the industry began funding 
its own health-related research, thereby demonstrating its concern, this 
organization was not in a position to counter directly the growing pro-
paganda movement demanding some sort of regulation of public smok-
ing. In 1958, the increased pressure was met head-on with the creation of 
the Tobacco Institute, Inc., a lobbying public relations group supported 
by large contributions from the various factions making up the tobacco 
industry. The Tobacco Institute subsequently became the source of most 
of the industry’s propaganda aimed at containing the disorganized array 
of health groups pushing for the labeling of cigarettes or other regulatory 
measures.

On the side opposing cigarette advertising (and, of course, indirectly the 
sale of tobacco products) were arrayed many small, largely ineffective 
groups mainly interested in health issues. But not until the campaign to 
restrict the advertising of tobacco on radio and television broadcasting did 
these small groups begin to coalesce and gain strength.
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The Target Audience

For the tobacco industry, the target audience for tobacco products was 
the entire adolescent and adult population. Current estimates indicate that 
26 million men (28.2%) and 23.1 million women (23.1%) are smokers and 
that 4.4 million teenagers ages 12 through 17 years are smokers. Although 
studies indicate that smoking has declined by about 40% since 1965, recent 
data suggest that this decline is leveling off (American Heart Association, 
1998, p. 1). For most of the 20th century, smoking was popular among all 
segments of the population, especially males. Boys as young as 8 or 9 regu-
larly smoked, and although smoking by women was once considered unac-
ceptable, since the 1920s, the number of female smokers has steadily 
increased to the point where teenage girls are considered to be the fastest 
growing segment of the cigarette market (Peirce, 1996).

This increase in smoking among females of all age groups is of particular 
concern as the number of women in the workforce has increased. Despite the 
best efforts of health advocates, teenage females continue to see smoking as 
a symbol of sophistication and maturity (University of Michigan, 1995). 
With this increase in smoking has also come a concomitant rise in tobacco-
related illnesses in women.

It is a well-understood dictum in the psychology of advertising that ado-
lescents make an ideal target group for the adoption of new products. At this 
time, maturing individuals seek to become independent from their parents 
and, with their increased buying power, are eager to create the own person-
alities and tastes. Deliberate defiance of adult authority is a common symbol 
of this growing independence. The tobacco industry has always understood 
this fact and has used it to its advantage by deliberately targeting the message 
at adolescents and young adults. The documented revelation of this practice 
was a major factor in the creation of legislative hostility toward the industry. 
In an ABC-TV documentary Never Say Die: How the Cigarette Companies 
Keep on Winning, host Peter Jennings (1996) pointed out that “the average 
age for beginning smokers was 12-and-a-half years old. And, on average, 
most who smoked had tried to quit by the age of 14. By the time they were 
15 or older, nearly half the young smokers said they were hooked” (p. 1).

Ann Marie Barry (1998) pointed out that “young adult smokers” consti-
tute the “key share” in maintaining tobacco company profits because if 
youngsters do not start smoking by the time they are 18 or 19, they won’t 
smoke at all; 90% of smokers begin smoking before the age of 18. At the 
other end, 450,000 older smokers (older than age 50) “leave the market 
because they either quit or die.” Young adult smokers make up 90% of all 
new smokers and are the only viable source of tobacco consumers.
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Internal documents from the R. J. Reynolds Company (RJR) that were 
released in 1998 by Congressman Henry Waxman (D-CA) indicated that the 
company deliberately targeted 14- to 24-year-olds. One memo, written in 
1975 to an RJR vice president, noted, “The Camel Brand must increase its 
share of penetration among the 14–24 age group . . . which represents 
tomorrow’s cigarette business.” A 1986 memo noted how the Joe Camel 
advertising campaign would use “peer acceptance/influence” to “motivate 
the target audience to take up cigarettes.” Waxman noted that the documents 
“show that our worst fears about the tobacco companies were true: They 
were surveying the kids, targeting them and implementing a successful strat-
egy to get them to smoke” (Mintz & Torry, 1998, p. A1).

Another segment of the population specifically targeted by the tobacco 
industry was young African Americans. This is a rather cynical strategy 
because African American men are 30% more likely than white men to die 
from smoking-related diseases, which cause an estimated 48,000 deaths in 
African American communities annually. Also, African Americans smoke ciga-
rettes with a higher nicotine and tar content than whites, and these brands are 
heavily advertised in African American media. In fact, cigarette advertising 
accounts for 10% of all advertising in Jet and Essence, two leading African 
American magazines, and these and other African American publications 
rarely, if ever, mention the health consequences of smoking. The tobacco 
industry also specifically targets African Americans through the funding of 
cultural events, higher education institutions, elected officials, and civil rights 
organizations; all these activities help build the industry’s image and credibility 
in the African American community. (Information about African Americans 
and smoking is taken from American Lung Association, n.d.)

Overall, the tobacco industry was extremely successful in identifying and 
targeting segments of the population that were most “vulnerable” to the 
various appeals of cigarette smoking. For a long time, this strategy served the 
industry well, but since the industry has been under attack, the nature of 
these propaganda activities has been closely scrutinized, analyzed, and dis-
closed to the public. Despite this close scrutiny, the tobacco industry gives 
every indication of continuing these “targeting” strategies while the tobacco 
settlement is being worked out.

Media Utilization Techniques

As we have already noted, the tobacco industry had once been a major 
sponsor of programming on television and radio, and the names of cigarette 
brands were common everyday words like Coke or Pepsi. Cigarette advertis-
ing was prominent in every form of mass communication, and advertisements 
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for tobacco products could be seen everywhere—from the sides of barns to 
the most specialized magazines to billboards to buses to major television 
“spectaculars.” When broadcast advertising was no longer available, the 
tobacco industry simply increased its advertising expenditures in other media. 
Despite the intensified antismoking campaigns of the past decade, we are still 
inundated with images of happy people (mostly young and glamorous) enjoy-
ing the exciting life that smoking can apparently create.

Tobacco companies have been extremely adept at finding ways to get 
their brand logos before the public. Cigarette brand names were found plas-
tered on everything from the exciting NASCAR racing automobiles (tobacco 
sponsorship at NASCAR was eventually eliminated, and disappeared com-
pletely by 2003) to trendy clothing obtained by redeeming coupons found in 
cigarette packs. An estimated 30% of children aged 12 to 17, both smokers 
and nonsmokers, own at least one tobacco promotional item. Cigarette com-
panies’ annual spending for promotional items quadrupled, from $184 mil-
lion to $756 million, in just 2 years, 1991 to 1993 (Questions and Answers 
About the FDA’s Regulations, 1998).

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has proposed shutting down 
some of these tobacco-related promotional activities, such as in Grand Prix 
auto racing, where during one televised broadcast of the Marlboro Grand 
Prix, the Marlboro logo or name appeared 5,933 times! The use of tobacco 
advertising is banned at many European Grand Prix sites. Many cities, such 
as New York, have restricted tobacco billboard advertising. The New York 
bill outlaws cigarette advertising within 1,000 feet of schools, playgrounds, 
and other youth centers. Despite concerns that such laws might be unconsti-
tutional, many cities have adopted or are considering similar laws aimed at 
curbing the ubiquity of tobacco advertising.

The FDA has also suggested that only black-and-white text-only adver-
tising be allowed for all outdoor tobacco advertising, all point-of-sale 
advertising, and advertising in publications with significant youth reader-
ship.2 It is thought that eliminating color and image advertisements would 
reduce tobacco’s appeal to youth (Questions and Answers About the FDA’s 
Regulations, 1998, p. 2).

For those opposed to smoking, the propaganda battle between the tobacco 
industry and the health interests did not cease with the groups’ Pyrrhic victory 
in 1971. Those groups concerned with the larger issue of the enormous cost 
of the damage to public health caused by cigarette smoking initiated propa-
ganda campaigns to depict smoking as being “antisocial” and “unacceptable.” 
This campaign has been aimed mainly at a younger audience, where research 
has indicated that despite all the anticigarette propaganda, smoking adoption 
rates have increased slightly in recent years (University of Michigan, 1995). In 



Chapter 7 Propaganda in Action: Four Case Studies——357

autumn 1985, then-U.S. Surgeon General C. Everett Koop suggested that, by 
the end of the century, smokers would find their behavior so socially unaccept-
able that they would have to smoke in private. In the years since that remark, 
smoking in public places has indeed become a rarity.

Antismoking groups have an impressive array of data they can use to make 
their points about the dangers of smoking. An estimated 47 million adults in 
the United States smoke cigarettes, even though statistics indicate that this 
behavior will result in death or disability for 1 of every 2 regular users. 
Tobacco usage results in more than 440,000 deaths each year, or 1 in every 5 
deaths. These deaths cost the country an enormous sum of money—more than 
$96 billion in medical expenses and another $97 billion resulting from lost 
productivity each year. Then there are the other health problems associated 
with the nonsmokers exposed to cigarette smoke, and each year exposure to 
environmental tobacco smoke (ETS) causes an estimated 3,000 nonsmoking 
Americans to die from lung cancer and up to 300,000 children to suffer from 
lower respiratory tract infections (“Tobacco Use,” n.d.).

Special Techniques to Maximize Effects

In the fight against the tobacco industry, antismoking groups have used a 
wide range of media and special techniques. The most direct of these has 
been legislation aimed at curbing and discouraging the sale of tobacco prod-
ucts. For instance, besides banning cigarette advertising on radio and televi-
sion, beginning in 1965, Congress passed laws requiring that health warning 
labels be placed on cigarette packs. These warnings were strengthened in 
1970, 1971 (on printed advertisements), and again in 1984 (rotating warn-
ings on packs and advertisements). Congress also required warnings on 
other tobacco products, such as chewing tobacco and snuff, and banned the 
broadcast advertising of these products.

Over the years, cigarette manufacturers have adopted several simple 
themes in their advertising, which, combined with sophisticated artwork and 
production techniques (when they were on television), have been very effec-
tive in conveying the message that “cigarettes can make life fun!” In pursuit 
of this theme, tobacco companies have often resorted to ideas that have a 
particular appeal to a young audience.

In late 1991, a major study indicated that the cartoon camel logo (Joe 
Camel) used for Camel cigarettes had enormous appeal with children. 
Although R. J. Reynolds, the company that produces this brand, claimed that 
its advertising was intended for adults, the researchers said the campaign had 
been “far more successful at marketing Camel cigarettes to children than to 
adults” (J. E. Brody, 1991, p. A16). As proof for this assertion, the researchers 
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noted that Camel’s share of the illegal children’s cigarette market had increased 
from 0.5% to 32.8%, representing sales estimated at $476 million a year. Even 
without television advertising, the children were as familiar with the Joe 
Camel symbol as they were with the Mickey Mouse logo for the Disney Cable 
Channel. An additional factor was the extensive promotional campaign offer-
ing T-shirts, caps, and other items with the Joe Camel logo, which enticed 
children to purchase this brand. Publication of this study in the prestigious 
Journal of the American Medical Association prompted Congressman 
Waxman to urge a total ban on all cigarette advertising.

Despite the fact that the tobacco industry was under attack at this time, 
a report in the Houston Press (N. Cooper, 1998) indicated how extensively 
the tobacco industry continued to promote and merchandise its products in 
bars, as well as provide bar supplies and pay for bands. In many bars, 
tobacco money exceeded alcohol money in terms of financial assistance as 
dueling cigarette companies fought for position. The article noted,

Deprived of traditional advertising venues, the tobacco industry has focused on 
bars and clubs to fill the air with their brand names. The glorification of the 
connection between music, bar patrons and smoking has been encapsulated in 
tobacco advertising aimed at club customers. (p. 6)

As one bartender claimed, “They’re [the tobacco industry] not going into 
a market where the people are 30 years old; they’re going where the kids are 
18 or 19 and dumping free cigarettes in their lap” (p. 6). 

In recent years, determined efforts have been made to eradicate smoking 
by making both the usual health claims and by presenting smoking as being 
socially unacceptable. Antismoking advertisements have gone so far as to 
depict smokers as ugly, smelly individuals and also to suggest to teenagers 
that smoking is “uncool.” The tobacco industry’s attempts to maintain pub-
lic recognition by the sponsorship of sports or cultural events have also been 
criticized. The association between Virginia Slims and professional women’s 
tennis, as well as Philip Morris’s sponsorship of the touring show celebrating 
the 200th anniversary of the Bill of Rights, came under fire as a form of sur-
reptitious advertising. The Philip Morris sponsorship was particularly inter-
esting in that questions were raised concerning whether the tobacco 
company was trying to make a point that smokers have rights too.

Audience Reaction to Various Techniques

As indicated earlier, some small victories have been achieved, and the 
number of adults who smoke has declined since the advertising ban went 
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into force. There is still a real concern, however, that the propaganda efforts 
of tobacco companies continue to attract large numbers of younger smokers. 
The various promotional campaigns that offer merchandise featuring the 
logos of cigarette brands and the ready availability of “samples” at public 
events are particularly effective in attracting young adults. Also, the “defi-
ance effect” cannot be discounted, as many adolescents willfully disregard 
health messages on the dangers of smoking as not applying to them. The 
tobacco industry’s stance that smoking is an act of “free choice” made by 
individuals contributes to this attitude.

On the other side, the combined efforts of health agencies, legal suits, 
and massive media coverage of the issue have led to an increased public 
awareness of the dangers of smoking. Despite the basic resistance that indi-
viduals have to deliberate propaganda messages, the antismoking cam-
paigns, through persistence and increasing revelations of insidious industry 
practices, eventually made a real breakthrough in the public’s conscious-
ness. No longer is the tobacco industry able to dominate and shape this 
discussion, and the result is a definite shift in public attitudes against smok-
ing in public. The majority of the public now favors severe restrictions on 
tobacco use and supports the efforts of different levels of government to 
make the tobacco industry pay for the enormous health costs associated 
with cigarette smoking.

Counterpropaganda

The counterpropaganda to the tobacco industry came from those 
groups outlined earlier in the section Identification of the Propagandist. 
The objectives of this counterpropaganda campaign were aimed at coun-
tering the massive and decades-long propaganda from the tobacco industry 
that defiantly denied any connection between smoking and health prob-
lems while continuing to profitably market cigarettes and other tobacco 
products. For many years, antismoking groups worked with definite disad-
vantages and were relatively poorly funded in comparison with the hun-
dreds of millions of dollars spent on tobacco advertising and public 
relations campaigns aimed at protecting the industry from criticism. 
Gradually, however, the counterpropaganda began to take hold, and even-
tually, the combination of increasingly sound scientific evidence linking 
smoking with a myriad of health problems, together with the new strategy 
of legal challenges to the tobacco industry in court, culminated in what has 
become known as “the tobacco settlement.” Although still far from being 
“settled,” this series of legal decisions has signaled the increasing success of 
the counterpropaganda efforts.
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Effects and Evaluation

The effects and evaluation of the tobacco industry’s propaganda efforts 
and the counterpropaganda from the antismoking side are ultimately judged 
by developments leading up to “the tobacco settlement.”

The Tobacco Industry Under Attack: The Tobacco Settlement

In 1993, the attorney general of Mississippi, Michael Moore, contacted 
lawyer Dick Scruggs, who had won a historic case for the state against sev-
eral asbestos companies. This victory had forced the asbestos companies to 
pay for the removal of asbestos from public buildings and to compensate 
workers for lung disease they had contracted as a result of exposure to this 
product. Moore had determined that the state could sue the tobacco compa-
nies to recover the Medicaid expenses associated with smoking-related 
health problems. The tobacco companies had been sued many times before, 
but by individuals, and the companies had always won because they were 
able to establish that smoking was a matter of individual choice. A state 
suing for recovery of smoking-related medical expenses, however, was 
another matter entirely, and this proved to be the major blow to the tobacco 
industry’s long run of legal victories.

Not only did Mississippi eventually win a substantial settlement ($3 bil-
lion), but other states immediately mounted their own lawsuits for the recov-
ery of medical costs related to smoking. Since 1994, 41 states and Puerto 
Rico have sued the tobacco industry. So far, Florida, Minnesota, and Texas 
have all won massive settlements, although these are still in various stages of 
appeal or legal dispute (mostly involving the fees to be paid to the states’ 
lawyers). Faced with a never-ending series of costly lawsuits, the tobacco 
industry agreed to try to settle on a national level. On June 20, 1997, a group 
of state attorneys general and industry lawyers announced that they had 
reached a settlement for $368.5 billion over 25 years to reimburse states for 
their tobacco-related medical costs and also to pay for tobacco control pro-
grams to reduce tobacco use among teenagers. This settlement also called for 
giving the FDA the authority to regulate nicotine-containing tobacco prod-
ucts as restricted devices. In return, the settlement proposed changes to the 
civil justice system that would provide the tobacco companies with broad 
protection from future civil litigation.

What made this dramatic shift in the industry’s position possible? It was 
the public disclosure of a vast number of private industry documents that 
clearly indicate the deliberate attempt to hide the many years of research that 
signaled the dangers associated with cigarette smoking and the addictiveness 
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of nicotine. On April 14, 1994, executives from seven of the leading tobacco 
companies had stood before Congress and declared that they believed that 
nicotine was not an addictive substance. John Scanlon, a long-time public 
relations official for the tobacco industry, said the following of this testimony: 
“The presentation was so incredible and unbelievable that the industry’s tra-
ditional arguments—about the whole issue of choice—were tainted even in 
the eyes of people who wanted to be rational about cigarette companies” 
(The Tobacco Settlement, 1998). Just 2 years later, these same companies 
were eager to make an unprecedented financial settlement to avoid cata-
strophic litigation.

Unfortunately, a final national settlement was not reached during the 
initial congressional debate in June 1998, when the Republicans in Congress 
defeated the McCain Tobacco Bill, which would have mandated broad fed-
eral regulation of tobacco and imposed the largest price increase ever on 
cigarettes. Many issues were involved in this defeat, including an unprece-
dented $40 million, 8-week radio and television advertising barrage by the 
tobacco industry that sought to portray the bill as a “tax and spend” mea-
sure. Since then, Congress has moved slowly, and although several alterna-
tive measures have been suggested, the final “settlement” has yet to be agreed 
on. As former U.S. Surgeon General C. Everett Koop told the National Press 
Club in Washington in September 1998,

Having used their money and lying advertising campaign to defeat the best 
tobacco legislation in the history of this country, the industry can now sit back 
and watch its profits grow, as Medicare, Medicaid, Veterans Affairs, private 
health insurance and public hospitals pay the real price of their products. 
(Koop, 1998, pp. 3–4)

On November 13, 1998, the four biggest cigarette makers and officials of 
eight states announced the outline of a settlement designed to resolve all 
remaining state claims over health costs related to smoking (Meier, 1998). 
This plan, which was drafted to cover all the remaining states that had not 
yet settled with the tobacco industry, would cost the tobacco companies 
$206 billion spread out over 25 years and would restrict cigarette advertis-
ing and marketing. This plan would not shield tobacco companies from 
personal and class-action liabilities.

This plan specifically targeted certain marketing practices and would ban 
billboard and transit advertising, as well as the sale of clothing and merchan-
dise with brand-name logos. The cigarette companies also agreed to pay an 
additional $1.45 billion over the next 5 years to finance smoking cessation 
programs and advertisements to counter underage tobacco use. Finally, the 
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companies also agreed to pay $25 million a year over the next decade to 
underwrite a foundation that will research ways to reduce youth smoking 
and legally pledged that they will not market to those younger than 18. (As 
this edition of this book is being finished, the plan was still being evaluated 
by the antitobacco forces, many of whom thought it did not go far 
enough . . . and so the saga continues.)

While there is still a significant investment in growing tobacco in the 
United States, the political power and influence of “big tobacco” has waned. 
In 2013, the tobacco industry spent $13.2 million on lobbyists to represent 
their industry to Congress. This was a considerable decline from the $72.9 
million spent on lobbying in 1998, and a clear indication that the tobacco 
industry has given up its fight on the legislative front (Open Secrets, 2013). 
The handwriting is clearly on the wall: The tobacco industry is being held 
responsible for billions of dollars in smoking-related health costs; smoking 
is increasingly becoming an “antisocial” activity; more and more public 
places do not allow smoking; for those who still wish to continue smoking, 
the cost of this activity will steadily increase; and the attacks on the tobacco 
industry will continue from several fronts.

The continued public awareness of the nature of tobacco industry propa-
ganda activities and legislative lobbying strategies is of vital importance.  
C. Everett Koop, in his September 1998 speech to the National Press Club, 
summed it up best, when he noted,

I believe that the press was quite effective in its reporting on the tobacco wars. 
Ironically, the paid ads [of the tobacco industry’s attack on the McCain Bill] in 
print on radio and on television undermined much of what the message was 
that you were reporting, but the reporting was generally comprehensive and 
very thoughtful. . . . 

This country and the public health community in particular need you now 
as never before. Please continue to be advocates for the public health. The 
public health folks do not have the resources to counter the sheer volume of 
industry propaganda, and we must rely on you for the so-called free media to 
make the system honest. . . . 

And never underestimate the tobacco industry. It is a social disease as dan-
gerous as any malignancy and it metastasizes more rapidly. . . . 

The tobacco industry perhaps could have once been controlled by surgery. 
But after waiting 200 years, such therapy is out of the question for now. It 
might gradually respond to such other therapies such as radiating light on its 
misdeeds and holding the industry responsible for its actions. (p. 4)

One only has to search the Internet to discover that not a day goes by 
when there is a not another controversy surrounding the tobacco industry 
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somewhere in the world. It may be a report of yet another city banning 
smoking in public places, it may be a serious lawsuit dealing with health 
issues, or it may be related to deceptive advertising practices or advertising 
aimed at youth; the list is continuous. Let’s look at just five such legal cases 
reported by the Tobacco Public Policy Center at Capital University Law 
School in Columbus, Ohio. These cases were all undertaken in 2005 (http://
www.law.capital.edu).

Case 1

May 11, 2005

Forty state attorneys general signed a notice sent to R. J. Reynolds 
Tobacco Co. on March 28, warning the company that one or more 
states plan to file lawsuits based on claims that the company has 
“engaged in unfair and deceptive acts and practices by publishing false 
or misleading claims about its Eclipse brand cigarettes.” The cigarettes 
are advertised as “reduced-risk,” based on company claims that ciga-
rettes reduce second-hand smoke. The attorney generals claim that 
such advertisements are a violation of the 1998 Master Settlement 
Agreement (MSA), which placed restrictions on marketing and advertis-
ing by tobacco companies. Among other provisions, the MSA prohibits 
“material misrepresentation[s] of fact regarding the health conse-
quences of using any Tobacco Product.”

Case 2

May 11, 2005

The Canadian Journal of Public Health reports that the results of a 
recent study demonstrate that cigarettes labeled “light” or “mild” are 
just as harmful as regular brands and, in fact, may contain nicotine 
levels 5% higher. Researchers found that the perforations in the filters 
of light cigarettes, which are supposed to allow for more air to pass 
through and dilute the ingested smoke, are often blocked by people’s 
fingers, saliva, or lips and rendered useless. . . . 

Although research studies have shown that cigarettes marketed as 
low-nicotine or “light” are just as harmful as the regular brands, a state 
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judge in Minneapolis recently dismissed a lawsuit related to such ciga-
rettes. The lawsuit, filed against R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Co., claimed 
that consumers are misled by advertising and cigarette labels that pro-
mote light cigarettes as less dangerous than those containing higher 
levels of tar. As the basis for her opinion, the judge cited the Federal 
Cigarette Labeling and Advertising Act, which defines what language 
must be on packages and prohibits a “state, by positive enactment or a 
finding of liability for an omission, from imposing further require-
ments.” If allowed to proceed, the case could have meant a multi- 
billion-dollar verdict for the plaintiffs who, on behalf of Minnesota 
smokers, sought a refund of the money spent on cigarettes labeled as 
“light.”

Case 3

May 9, 2005

Georgia Governor Sonny Perdue signed a bill into law today that pro-
hibits smoking in most public indoor places, ending weeks of specula-
tion over whether he would approve the measure. The law permits 
smoking in restaurants and bars that do not employ workers 18 years 
old and younger. Beginning July 1, violators will face fines between 
$100 and $500. Georgia becomes the twelfth state with some form of 
statewide smoke-free law.

Case 4

August 23, 2005

The Delaware Chancery Court issued a judgment yesterday that the 
truth advertising campaign, which is run by the American Legacy 
Foundation, does not vilify or personally attack the tobacco industry 
or its employees. The Lorillard Tobacco Company had filed suit against 
the American Legacy Foundation, claiming that the truth ads violated 
the vilification clause of the Master Settlement Agreement.  The 
American Legacy Foundation was established in 1999, following the 
Master Settlement Agreement reached between the major tobacco 
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companies and 46 state attorneys general.  In March 2005, the 
American Journal of Public Health published a study crediting the 
truth campaign with accelerating the decline in youth smoking rates 
by 22%, or almost 300,000 fewer smokers, in its first 2 years.

Case 5

September 1, 2005

The six public health groups allowed to intervene in the Department 
of Justice’s racketeering suit against the tobacco industry filed a brief 
Wednesday asking Judge Gladys Kessler to strengthen the remedies 
proposed by the government.  The brief was filed by the American 
Cancer Society, American Heart Association, American Lung 
Association, Americans for Nonsmokers’ Rights, the National African 
American Tobacco Prevention Network and the Tobacco-Free Kids 
Action Fund. The remedies proposed by the intervening health groups 
include the following:

 • A $4.8 billion a year smoking cessation program that will con-
tinue until less than 10% of smokers say they want to quit (instead 
of the five-year, $2 billion a year program suggested by the  
government).

 • A requirement that the tobacco companies pay $600 million a 
year for 10 years (instead of the $400 million a year proposed by 
the DOJ [Department of Justice]) to fund a public education and 
countermarketing campaign in three areas: youth smoking, low-
tar and light cigarettes, and secondhand smoke. The youth smok-
ing program would remain in effect until youth smoking rates are 
less than 5%, and the other programs would continue until more 
than 90% of smokers are informed of the risks of low-tar and light 
cigarettes as well as secondhand smoke.

 • Limiting tobacco advertisements to black text on a white back-
ground in publications with large youth readership or in any retail 
stores open to youth, prohibiting tobacco companies from col-
lecting any data or records on youth, and prohibiting all brand-
name sponsor ships that result in exposure to children.
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 • Financial penalties if youth smoking rates do not fall 42% from 
2003 levels by 2010 (rather than 2013, as proposed the DOJ), 
with levels based on monthly rather than daily smoking rates to 
account for experimentation as well as regular smokers.

 • Expanded authority and jurisdiction for the Independent 
Investigations Officer appointed by the Court to monitor compli-
ance by the tobacco companies.

The Battle Continues

A major victory for the antismoking forces was the passing of the Family 
Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act in June 2009. This is a United 
States federal law that gives the FDA the power to regulate the tobacco 
industry. This law lets the FDA limit but not ban nicotine. It also allows the 
agency to ban candy flavorings and marketing claims such as “low tar” and 
“light,” and to regulate what goes into tobacco products and publicize those 
ingredients. One element of the law imposes new warnings and labels on 
tobacco packaging, with the goal of discouraging minors and young adults 
from smoking. Passage of the law was supported by the American Cancer 
Society (ACS), whose CEO noted in a press release that “[t]his bill forces Big 
Tobacco to disclose the poisons in its products and has the power to finally 
break the dangerous chain of addiction for generations to come.” The ACS 
press release also noted that the legislation would “require cigarette compa-
nies to disclose all ingredients used in cigarettes and to stop using words like 
‘light’ and ‘ultra-light’ to give the impression that some tobacco products 
have a lower health risk.” The legislation also garnered support from the 
American Heart Association, whose CEO noted that the bill “provides a 
tremendous opportunity to finally hold tobacco companies accountable and 
restrict efforts to addict more children and adults” (Family Smoking 
Prevention and Tobacco Control Act, n.d.).

It was only to be expected that this legislation would be challenged in the 
courts by the tobacco industry. By mid-2010, despite numerous attempts the 
best that the courts would allow was to deny the right of the FDA to bar the 
use of color in advertising tobacco products, and also to bar the FDA from 
preventing anyone from saying the “FDA regulations made tobacco safe” (The 
tobacco companies and others were now saying that with the passing of this 
bill, tobacco was no longer a hazard!) (Associated Press, 2010a).

The battle over tobacco use has now shifted to the much larger interna-
tional arena, as American and British cigarette companies have shifted their 
profit-making centers to other countries. As we have seen above, the United 
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States (and other countries such as Great Britain, Australia, Canada, France, 
Germany, and New Zealand) have had the resources and political will to 
tackle the issues relating to health and tobacco use. The U.S. government, 
together with national health-related organizations, successfully fought the 
tobacco corporations in the courts, and were largely successful in scaling 
back tobacco marketing and use. However, because of the resulting smaller 
and tougher markets in the developed countries, multinational tobacco firms 
have now begun to intensify their efforts in other regions of world such as 
Asia, Africa, and Central and South America. These large tobacco companies 
continue to grow by manufacturing and selling cigarettes in these interna-
tional markets, as well as expanding advertising designed to create as well as 
meeting local demand for the product. As the World Health Organization 
(WHO) has reported, they have been extremely successful in the endeavor, 
and now 84% of the estimated 1.3 billion smokers live in developing and 
transitional economy countries (WHO, 2008). 

It is quite clear that the battle to eliminate or at least control the consump-
tion of tobacco still has a long way to go. In the meantime, more than 
440,000 Americans die every year of cigarette-attributable illnesses (“Tobacco 
Use,” n.d.). Tobacco use is the single most preventable cause of disease, dis-
ability, and death in the United States. On the positive side, there is every 
indication that smoking by teens is declining. This trend is constantly being 
put to the test by another trend showing an increase in the depiction of 
smoking by characters in movies or on television to a greater extent than 
presettlement days. Despite pleas from health authorities, the film and televi-
sion industries show no signs of relenting from this practice, which is viewed 
as a free speech issue. Considering the many years that the tobacco industry 
had to wield its considerable propaganda power to promote smoking as 
contributing positively to one’s lifestyle, as well as the fact that smoking is 
still seen as a “glamorous” activity by many, especially the young, the battle 
to eliminate the continued harmful effects of tobacco is far from over.

CASE STUDY 3

Big Pharma: Marketing Disease and Drugs

Medicine has made remarkable strides in the recent past. Thanks to new 
drugs and medical procedures, mortality rates due to cancer, heart disease, 
AIDS, diabetes, and other diseases have decreased. Vaccines have prevented 
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diseases like polio and influenza. Life has not only been extended, but it has 
also been enhanced by various prescription drugs. Conversely, marketing 
and advertising for pharmaceutical products has increased. The ads often 
promote “new” health disorders, playing on people’s fear of disease, discom-
fort, and even death. Pharmaceutical companies are criticized for marketing 
sickness as well as “new” drugs that are retreads of older ones. Although the 
pharmaceutical industry plays a major role in health care affecting millions 
of people, it is a business concerned with making big profits. The term “Big 
Pharma” is used to describe the “politically influential global pharmaceutical 
industry” (http://www.encarta.msn.com/dictionary). As Melody Petersen, 
award-winning investigative journalist for the New York Times, wrote,

Once the most successful pharmaceutical companies were those with the 
brightest scientists searching for cures. Now the most profitable and powerful 
drug makers are those with the most creative and aggressive marketers. The 
drug companies have become marketing machines. (2008, p. 4)

Concerns about questionable practices of the pharmaceutical companies 
come from congressional committees, journalists, and even doctors and 
medical organizations.

This case study is not about side effects or dangerous results from some 
prescription drugs. Rather it attempts to analyze the ways in which Big 
Pharma uses propaganda campaign techniques to maintain its status as the 
most profitable industry in the world (Britten, 2008, p. 3; Law, 2006).

Ideology and Purpose of the Propaganda Campaign

Mission statements on the websites of various pharmaceutical companies 
use words like “improving health,” “preserving and improving human life,” 
“developing innovations,” “meeting challenges,” and “discovering, developing, 
and delivering innovative medicines,” but their policy and strategy statements 
also indicate that they are businesses, and big businesses is what they are, for 
the pharmaceuticals are a $500 billion industry (Moynihan & Cassels, 2005) 
that seeks to maintain or increase its huge profits. Thus, the ideology and pur-
pose of Big Pharma is twofold: (1) to maintain and increase profits and (2) to 
discover and deliver drugs to improve human health. The profit motive can be 
a very powerful incentive, and, as Leonard J. Weber (2006, p. 7) reminds us,

We should be prepared for pharmaceutical companies doing whatever is legal 
to sell their products because, under pressure to show high profits, they do not 
always engage in good ethical practices.
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Only about 10% of the price of most brand-name prescriptions covers 
the cost of materials and manufacturing, while the rest of the profits go to 
advertisements, sponsorship, lobbyists, pharmaceutical salespersons, 
research, and salaries and perks for executives. Big Pharma companies also 
give donations to hospitals, universities, medical schools, physician organi-
zations, and politicians (Petersen, 2008). According to Marcia Angell, former 
editor of the New England Journal of Medicine and professor in the Harvard 
Medical School, annual reports to the Securities and Exchange Commission 
and to stockholders of pharmaceutical companies in 1990 revealed that 
36% of sales revenues went into marketing and administration. Angell said 
this category “includes what the industry calls ‘education,’ as well as adver-
tising and promotion” (2004b, p. 55). This rather imprecise category 
includes more marketing than research. Research and development, accord-
ing to Angell, is a small part of the budget. Jacky Law (2006) corroborates 
this by citing a study that indicated that the top 10 pharmaceutical compa-
nies spend 11% of this category on research. Between 1995 and 2000, the 
number of research staff fell by 2%, while the number of marketing person-
nel increased by 59% (Petersen, 2008, p. 141). Time magazine took on this 
subject in March 2013. Time reported that research and development 
expenses are 15% to 20% of the gross revenue of the major drug companies, 
with one company, Grifols, spending only 5%. Yet, Grifols, based in Spain, 
made a 32.3% net profit after all its research and development expenses. 
Just one dose of Grifols’ drug, Flebogamma, used to boost the immune sys-
tem, cost $1,500 (Brill, 2013, p. 44). Due to aggressive marketing, the Big 
Pharma companies had larger profits than all other industries. By 2002, the 
combined profits for the top 10 drug companies in the Fortune 500 were 
more ($35.9 billion) than the profits for all the other 490 businesses put 
together ($33.7 billion) (p. 14). Big Pharma’s campaign, which is mostly 
propagandistic, pays in big bucks. In 2013, more than $280 billion will be 
spent on prescription drugs in the United States.

The Context in Which the  
Propaganda Occurs: The Medicalization of Society

We live in a health-obsessed culture with daily news concerning break-
throughs in disease treatment and prevention. We are told what foods are 
healthy and which vitamins are good for us. Obesity is being fought, and 
frequent exercise is recommended. Advertisements tell us that there is a drug 
for every ailment. A House of Commons report in England announced, 
“What has been described as the medicalization of society—the belief that 
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every problem requires medical treatment—may also be attributed in part to 
the activities of the pharmaceutical industry” (The Influence of the Pharma
ceutical Industry, 2005, p. 3). Pharmaceuticals play an important role in the 
culture, and the drug companies have become social phenomena determined 
by government, regulatory agencies, industry, health organizations, profes-
sional organizations, universities, patient groups, doctors, patients, and finan-
cial markets. Britten (2008) argued that “medicalization is a means by which 
professionals exert social control. Pharmaceutical companies have much to 
gain from redefining social problems as medical and have been accused of 
disease mongering to create new markets for their products” (p. 112).

Pharmaceutical companies are also a major part of the global economy. 
Petersen (2008) discussed an economic pattern that started in 2000 when 
buying and selling stocks became a boom as day-traders found ways to 
make money via the Internet. Pharmaceutical companies offered fast 
growth with little risk because their profits had been two times greater than 
those in the market for the past 20 years. The so-called “new” drugs that 
were amassing big profits were actually older drugs with new names and 
marketing campaigns.

Identification of the  
Propagandist and Structure of the Organizations

The identity of the collective known as “Big Pharma” is well-known. They 
are pharmaceutical companies from around the world—Bayer, Acura, 
AstraZeneca, Pfizer, Merck, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Novartis, Abbot, 
GlaxoSmithKline, and Eli Lilly. In 2000, 25 top pharmaceutical companies 
were involved in mega-mergers. In 1996, a Swiss merger between Ciba and 
Sandoz created the $60 billion “druggernaut” Novartis, the world’s third 
largest pharmaceutical company. In 2000, SmithKline Beecham merged with 
Glaxo Wellcome to become GlaxoSmithKline. There were many other merg-
ers, and they continue today. As Law (2006) pointed out, “Power has come 
to rest with companies that have become massively influential in how those 
classic human sufferings of old age, sickness and death are seen; and in how 
the scientific community sets its gaze in addressing those sufferings” (p. 33).

Major pharmaceutical mergers have also resulted in research and devel-
opment cuts. Pfizer acquired three large companies—Warner Lambert in 
2000, Pharmacia in 2003, and Wyeth in 2009—plus multiple smaller com-
panies, such as Vicuron, Rinat, and Esperion. According to an article in 
Nature Reviews, “Over this time frame, to meet its business objectives (a 
euphemism for raising its stock) Pfizer closed numerous research sites in the 
U.S.”(“Drug Discovery,” 2011, p. 559).
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The structure of these companies is typical for businesses. They have chief 
executive officers (CEOs), other officers, Boards of Directors, Advisory 
Boards, personnel, and staff. They also have an army of salespersons and 
lobbyists, which is discussed under the Special Techniques to Maximize 
Effects section of this analysis.

The Target Audience

The target audience for the Big Pharma’s marketing campaign consists of 
ordinary people, who see 10 or more advertisements every day (Moynihan & 
Cassels, 2005, p. xvi), physicians, medical schools, medical students, govern-
ment agencies, members of Congress, health organizations, and the news 
media. Big Pharma’s multi-billion-dollar promotional budgets target tens of 
millions of people. The United States has less than 5% of the world’s popula-
tion, yet it makes up 50% of the global market in prescription drugs. 
Americans will spend $280 billion in 2013 for prescription drugs (Brill, 2013, 
p. 44), twice as much as they spend on new cars or higher education. Sixty-five 
percent of Americans take a drug available only by prescription (Petersen, 
2008, p. 5). There are various ways in which the target audiences are reached.

Media Utilization Techniques

Essentially, Big Pharma uses a variety of media from television, magazine, 
newspaper, Internet advertising, and articles in medical journals. This is 
known as saturation advertising. The general term for what they do is “mar-
keting,” defined by Weber (2006) as “all the ways in which they bring atten-
tion to their products, all the ways they spread the word about the benefits 
of their products, and all the ways they establish relationships between 
themselves and the professionals who make treatment decisions” (p. 4). This 
includes visits of sales representatives, “education,” sample medications, 
clinical trials and their subsequent publications, and lobbyists who put pres-
sure on politicians. The techniques used in the media and other means are 
detailed in the next section.

Special Techniques to Maximize Effects

Television Advertising

As we saw in Chapter 3, advertising is a series of appeals, symbols, and 
statements deliberatively designed to influence the receiver of a message 
toward the point of view desired by the communicator and to act in some 
specific way as a result of receiving the message. The appeal is not always in 
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the best interest of the receiver. Advertising “constructs” audiences. This is 
especially true when certain conditions are presented as diseases, causing 
viewers to identify with a condition. As we saw in Chapter 4, fear appeals 
are most effective when a treatment is offered to remove a threat, that is, a 
condition or a disease.

Known as direct-to-consumer advertising (DTC), public relations firms 
and advertising agencies have developed ads that depict healthy men and 
women leading happy, active lives or sad, dejected people suffering from 
depression or anxiety. Actors posing as scientists or doctors in white coats, 
often in a hospital or laboratory setting, recite the claims of a prescription 
drug. These ads invariably end with the appeal, “Ask your doctor” and a hur-
ried rendition of side effects, a requirement for DTC advertising. Celebrities 
are often used to endorse the drug. A celebrity broker with Premier 
Entertainment gets the drug companies in touch with the right sort of star 
who may have suffered from the condition or had a friend with it (Moynihan 
& Cassels, 2005, p. 170). Advertising campaigns also target demographic 
types such as specific age groups. For example, a so-called patient advocacy 
group called the “Boomer Coalition” launched a campaign to make heart 
disease “the most-talked-about-disease” among American baby boomers. It 
featured Henry Winkler, known to maturing generations as television’s “The 
Fonz,” who, along with Wonder Woman Lynda Carter, urged people to see 
their doctors to get their cholesterol levels tested on a regular basis. The spon-
sor was not a patient advocacy group at all, but a ploy known as “astroturf-
ing,” the creation of a fake grassroots campaign by a public relations firm, in 
this case, employed by Pfizer, makers of the cholesterol-lowering drug Lipitor. 
The ad was deceptive on two levels: first, the implication that it was a grass-
roots, nonprofit campaign, and second, that high cholesterol was the only 
thing to control to prevent heart disease. Healthy people who are not over-
weight and do not smoke rarely need to take cholesterol-lowering drugs 
(Moynihan & Cassels, 2005, pp. 8–12).

There are voluntary restrictions on DTC advertisements for mentioning a 
drug’s name without revealing the condition it treats and some restrictions 
on what the drug claims to do as well as its side effects. A relatively new 
tactic is a television ad that does not mention the drug company’s name but 
refers the viewer to a website. This first occurred during the Oscars broad-
cast on March 7, 2010. The ad depicted a woman lounging on a couch in a 
chiffon dress. She sees twinkling lights and runs to follow them to a ball-
room. Twirling around, smiling, she sees a pink perfume bottle that spins 
around to reveal the words “cervical cancer.” A voiceover says, “Maybe it’s 
unfair to get your attention this way, but nothing’s fair about cervical cancer. 
But there are ways to prevent it.” The ad never mentions the drug Gardasil, 
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made by Merck, which ran the ad, but directs the viewer to a website. This 
ad is classified as a public service announcement and therefore does not have 
to mention the side effects of the drug. As a public service announcement, it 
also creates strong relationships with consumers (Marketplace Morning 
Report, 2010).

This is known as “condition branding,” a widely used marketing technique 
for selling drugs. “Condition branders,” according to Shannon Brownlee 
(2008), use “information” about medical conditions to forge links between 
disease and treatment in the minds of both patients and doctors (p. 25). Also 
known as “disease mongering,” the ads, according to Dr. Pauline Chen (2012), 
“redefine what is normal and abnormal in a way that widens potential markets 
for those who sell treatment.” She writes about one very successful marketing 
strategy “that has come to be the very symbol of quality and reliability for doc-
tors and patients everywhere: the checklist” (p. 1). Checklists can be found on 
websites, downloadable apps, and in pamphlets in doctors’ waiting rooms. 
Checklists of symptoms make it possible for patients to diagnose their own 
symptoms and ask for the specific drug recommended to treat them.

“If companies have a drug but no condition, they will simply invent a 
disease” (Brownlee, 2008, p. 25). Brownlee cites such invented diseases as 
“pre-high blood pressure” and “pre-diabetes.” The ads turn mild problems 
and common complaints into serious diseases, for example, shyness becomes 
a “social anxiety disorder,” and premenstrual tension becomes “premen-
strual dysphoric disorder.” Barry Brand, the product director for Paxil, a 
drug for social anxiety and shyness, said, “Every marketer’s dream is to find 
an unidentified or unknown market and develop it. That’s what we were 
able to do with Social Anxiety Disorder” (Law, 2006, p. 64). Vince Parry, an 
expert in advertising who specializes in working with drug companies to 
create new diseases, wrote an article titled “The Art of Branding a 
Condition,” in which he explains how advertising can create a whole new 
dysfunction or refine or rename an old disease: “[We give customers] a 
whole new way to think about things. The aim, always, is to make the link 
between the condition and your medicine, in order to maximize its sales” 
(Moynihan & Cassels, 2005, p. xi). A Reuters Business Insight report for 
drug company executives revealed that the ability to “create new disease 
markets is bringing untold billions in soaring drug sales. Conditions such as 
baldness, wrinkles, and sexual difficulties, previously accepted as inconve-
niences, are now considered “worthy of medical intervention” (Moynihan & 
Cassels, 2005, p. xi).

The ads use visual symbols of power—actors posing as happy, healthy 
people in upscale environments, successful doctors, positive language, and 
music, but, in effect, they are exploiting people’s fears of being unattractive, 
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sexually impotent, suicidal, sick, and dying. They are using the propagan-
dists’ weapons of arousing emotions and using fear appeals, and they offer 
remedies to remove the threats. Ads similar to the ones on television are also 
on the Web, and in magazines that focus on health, fitness, and beauty.

“Me-Too” Drugs

“Me-too” drugs can mean the same remedy made by several drug com-
panies, such as six different brands for high cholesterol. The term also 
applies to old drugs that have new names and new patents. When a patent 
for a drug expires, a cheaper generic brand can be used for the same condi-
tion or the former drug can be purchased over the counter. To counter price 
competition from generics and over-the-counter sales, pharmaceutical com-
panies develop a campaign for a “new” drug, which is actually the same drug 
with a different name. When the patent for Prilosec expired with an antici-
pated $6 million loss in revenue, Nexium came on the market as the new 
“purple pill.” Nexium is the same as Prilosec, but Prilosec can now be pur-
chased over the counter for $19.68/month; whereas Nexium is a prescrip-
tion drug that costs $125.40/month (Bardes in Santoro & Gorrie, 2005,  
p. 142). Eli Lilly got a new patent for Sarafem, a repackage of Prozac, which 
is now marketed for premenstrual dysphoric disorder. Between 1998 and 
2004, 14% of new drugs were approved, and 78% were old chemical com-
pounds (Shally, 2006).

There is also a strategy known as “off-label” marketing, misbranding a 
product, and this is illegal. Nevertheless, Par Pharmaceutical’s drug Megace 
ES, which was approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to treat 
weight loss associated with AIDS, has been aggressively marketed by the com-
pany for weight gain for patients in nursing homes and other long-term 
facilities. Megace ES side effects include “increased risk of deep-vein thrombo-
sis, toxic reactions in elderly patients with impaired renal function, and mor-
tality” (Hogan, 2013, p. 8). Par Pharmaceuticals rewarded top-performing 
sales representative with gifts like Rolex watches and vacations to Mexico for 
pushing the drug. Finally the FDA took the company to court where the settle-
ment included Par paying $45 million in penalties.

Generic Drugs

It has long been a practice for pharmaceutical companies to use various 
tactics to prevent low-cost generic copies of their drugs from entering the 
marketplace. One strategy is for brand-name drug makers to refuse to sell 
their products to generic companies, which need to analyze the drugs to create 
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copy versions. An April 2013 New York Times article lists several companies 
that have refused requests from generic drug manufacturers. Because federal 
regulators contend this strategy is illegal, brand-name companies have fallen 
back on a 2007 FDA safety ruling devised to prevent abuse or risks. Legislative 
efforts to stop the practice have twice failed in 2007 and 2012. Steve Giuli, 
head of government affairs for the U.S. for the generic company Apotex, said, 
“The practice of denying access to samples was only the latest example of the 
brand-name industry’s evolving efforts to prevent generic competition. They 
just keep pulling things out of their playbook” (Thomas, 2013, p. 4).

Another strategy has been for pharmaceutical companies to pay their 
rivals to keep generic versions of their best-selling drugs off the market. 
This is known as a “pay-for-delay deal” that costs consumers and health 
plans $3.5 billion a year because it keeps brand-name drugs being sold  
at higher prices (Savage, 2013, p. B1). In a 5 to 3 vote, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled on June 16, 2013, that the pharmaceutical companies can be 
sued for violating antitrust laws. This means that federal regulators can sue 
the brand-name drug companies on a case-by-case basis, but the decision 
does not mean that “pay-for-delay” deals are generally unlawful. It is likely, 
however, that consumer groups and insurance companies will be likely to 
sue because they benefit from the lower prices of generic drugs (Wyatt, 
2013, p. 1).

Clinical Trials

Before a drug is available on the market, a clinical trial must be conducted 
whereby the drug is tested on humans in phases. Drug companies often con-
duct or outsource their own clinical trials, or they are conducted in universi-
ties. The objective is to see whether a drug works or not, if it is safe, what 
are the dosing regimes, and other parameters. Before a drug is approved, 
there is often secrecy during the clinical trial. Such trials are often designed 
with marketing purposes because the objective is to have strong clinical sup-
port for a product. Dr. Richard Smith, when editor of the British Medical 
Journal, highlighted some of the pharmaceutical companies’ most popular 
strategies to get positive clinical trial results:

Avoid testing it against another drug because it may fare badly.

Test it against a small group of rivals to show it is as good.

Compare it with too low or too high a dose of another treatment so the latter is 
less effective.

Report the trial’s results only when it comes out well. Bury the weak results.
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Conduct the trial in several countries, publishing each result to suggest a large 
number of trials that back the drug.

Republish positive trials; bury the others in obscure journals. (Law, 2006, pp. 
45–46)

Often, unsuccessful trials are not reported. If a clinical trial is successful, 
the results are published in medical journals to enhance prestige and credibil-
ity. Sometimes there is a conflict of interest if a trial takes place in a univer-
sity where the researchers are funded by pharmaceutical companies. There 
are also contract research organizations (CROs) that compete with universi-
ties. CROs are paid by the pharmaceutical companies. Britten (2008) said, 
“Trials conducted in the commercial sector are heavily tipped toward indus-
try interests” (p. 8).

Ben Goldacre, a British physician, in his book Bad Pharma: How Drug 
Companies Mislead Doctors and Harm Patients (2012), tells of prescribing 
the antidepressant Reboxetine for a patient after he read trial data in a 
medical journal that said the drug had “overwhelmingly positive results.” 
The drug was approved by the Medicines and Healthcare Products 
Regulatory Agency in the United Kingdom. He then learned that a group of 
researchers brought together all the trials that had ever been conducted on 
Reboxetine. Out of seven trials, only one had a positive result, and that was 
the one that got published in a medical journal. Six other trials concluded 
that Reboxetine was no better than a placebo, and none of these trials was 
published. The unpublished studies also showed that patients were more 
likely to have side effects (pp. 5–6). This is only one of the many similar 
studies that Goldacre cites in his book. He wrote, “This is not an under-
researched area; the evidence has been with us a long time, and it is neither 
contradictory nor ambiguous” (p. 26). This, of course, is a propaganda tech-
nique whereby information is contained or withheld.

Doctors rely on reports of trials in medical and professional journals. 
Another strategy of pharmaceutical companies is to buy thousands of 
reprints of favorable articles from journals to distribute them worldwide to 
doctors. Because of the prestige of the journals from which the reprints 
come, the reprints are much more effective than advertising (R. Smith, 2005, 
p. 0364).

Ghostwritten Articles in Medical Journals

It is well known that many of the articles about clinical trials published in 
medical journals are by ghostwriters, although when editors find out, they 
may reject the papers, but it is often difficult to tell. The ghostwriter is usually 
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an employee of a medical-communications agency who writes the article but 
is not listed as the author. One ghostwriter told of his first assignment that 
was to write an abstract for an antibiotic that had a major weakness: It did 
not work against pneumococcus, one of the most common bugs a doctor will 
see. The ghostwriter was told to avoid the topic in the scientific abstract that 
he was writing. He said the running joke at the agency was “Don’t mention 
the pneumococcus!” The listed author is a known expert, a physician or a 
scientist, who lends prestige to the article for a payment and agrees to be 
listed as the author of the study. They can edit or revise the manuscript, if they 
choose (Weber, 2006, pp. 125–126). According to a former ghostwriter, 
medical authorities who were paid to put their names on the articles some-
times “meticulously went over her drafts before signing their names to them, 
others made no changes and simply signed their names to the manuscripts. 
She also said that the companies that solicit medical authorities to sign their 
names to papers that they had not originated would readily drop one of these 
authorities if they were not sufficiently malleable” (Kassirer, 2005, p. 33). 
This is a form of gray propaganda, for the true source is not revealed, and the 
information is slanted in favor of the propagandist.

In July 2010, the United States Finance Committee found that 
GlaxoSmithKline had “downplayed scientific findings” to minimize the  
cardiac risks of its diabetes drug Avandia. The investigation found that the 
pharmaceutical company had used a ghostwriting campaign for the drug. 
The Food and Drug Administration restricted the use of Avandia. Ghostwritten 
articles have surfaced over and over in litigation. Before the Avandia disclo-
sure, GlaxoSmithKline settled a lawsuit with the State of New York for  
$2.5 million. It was alleged that the company had concealed studies in a 
ghostwritten article about the drug Paxil that showed a risk of suicidal 
behavior in children and teenagers. The journal that published the ghostwrit-
ten article, the Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry, has never retracted it (Elliott, 2010, p. 27).

Sales Representatives

Another important source of information about new drugs is the sales 
force employed by pharmaceutical companies. Each day, more than 101,000 
drug company representatives visit American doctors. That amounts to one 
sales representative per five office-based doctors. According to a 2005 report 
by the Health Strategies Group, primary care physicians have 28 interactions 
a week with drug representatives (Basler, 2008, p. 26). Britten (2008) cited 
two studies that concluded that doctors who saw drug representatives more 
frequently were more willing to prescribe new drugs, to agree to patients’ 
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requests to prescribe a drug that was not clinically indicated, and to be more 
receptive to promotional literature (pp. 117–118). Drug companies spend 
upwards of $16 billion a year on sales representatives to visit doctors. The 
average call on a doctor averages 2 minutes, and doctors may receive $50 
for listening to the sales pitch. Time-Concepts LLC is one of several compa-
nies hired by pharmaceutical companies to make these 2-minute pitches 
effective. Each time Time-Concepts get a sales representative in a doctor’s 
office, the drug company pays $105: $50 goes to the doctor, $50 is kept by 
Time-Concepts, and $5 goes to a charity that the doctor selects. This is all 
legal (Law, 2006, p. 56). The sales representatives also give free drug samples 
and gifts, such as note pads, pens, cups, staplers, and so on, with the phar-
maceutical company’s name and logo on them, and they bring lunches to the 
doctors and office personnel, often on a daily basis. This is a form of sub-
propaganda or facilitative communication, as discussed in Chapter 1. The 
purpose is to build a friendly relationship with the hope of future support 
due to a positive attitude toward a drug company.

Opinion Leaders

Prominent doctors and scientists are used as opinion leaders to promote 
drugs. A practice known as “info-laundering” occurs when pharmaceutical 
companies sponsor scientific meetings and conferences, often in luxury 
hotels in vacation spots around the world. Doctors and medical school 
faculty members are chosen as speakers for the meeting and are paid hefty 
fees for doing so. These doctors are chosen because of their known views 
about a particular drug or because they have a reputation for being adapt-
able toward the needs of the company that is paying their fees. The speak-
er’s talk at the meeting is recorded and converted into an article for 
publication in a reputable journal (Horton, 2004, p. 81). In addition to the 
speaker’s fee, doctors are given free flights, accommodation, and conference 
registration. B. Carey and Harris (2008) reported in the New York Times 
that psychiatrists are known to supplement their incomes by traveling the 
country to give dinner talks about drugs to other doctors for fees ranging 
from $750 to $3,500 per event. When the University of Colorado, Denver, 
learned that more than a dozen of its senior academics were giving paid 
promotional talks for pharmaceutical companies, it launched a complete 
overhaul of its conflict-of-interest policies. The vice chancellor said that the 
speaker’s bureaus were primarily marketing tools (Goldacre, p. 331).

Doctors also serve as highly paid consultants and medical product board 
members for pharmaceutical companies and are used to endorse new drug 
products. These and other doctors are senior medical specialists that Big 
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Pharma calls “Key Opinion Leaders” who “shape the opinions of their col-
leagues and other doctors. ‘Advertorials’ are written for placement in maga-
zines and journals and even a special newsletter would be created to help build 
the market in the lead-up to the planned-product launch” (Moynihan & 
Cassels, 2005, p. 171). Sometimes all the doctor has to do is eat an expensive 
meal with a pharmaceutical company officer and that amounts to consulting.

Future opinion leaders are also wooed by the drug companies. Larry 
Sasich, of the Public Citizen Health Research Group, explained, “It starts in 
medical school. . . . The first year students get free gifts, meals, trips. . . . As 
the students advance in school, the gifts become more valuable.” Gene 
Carbonoa, a former Merck sales representative, said he was told to spend as 
much as he could on medical students and doctors. They gave him cases of 
stuff to give away, such as golf clubs and cases of Scotch whiskey (Shally, 
2006). As we will see in the Counterpropaganda section of this analysis, 
many of these practices are now being regulated by government and profes-
sional associations.

Sponsorship

Another technique to win doctors’ support of drug companies is sponsor-
ship. Big Pharma sponsors academic chairs and lecture halls in medical 
schools. Professional societies and medical meetings are sponsored, often with 
gifts of travel and lodging for those attending. Education seminars and 
refresher courses for doctors are paid for with company money. As previously 
mentioned, research studies are sponsored by pharmaceutical companies.

Lobbyists

Big Pharma spent more on lobbying in Washington, D.C., than any other 
industry. National Public Radio reported that drug makers spent $40 million 
lobbying Congress from April to June 2009 (Seabrook & Overby, 2009). It 
was reported in Time magazine the number of registered lobbyists for the 
drug industries was 1,228 or 2.3 for every member of Congress (Tumulty & 
Scherer, 2009, p. 38). Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of 
America represents 32 brand-name drug companies and has spent millions 
of dollars lobbying Congress, averaging $2 million per month (Seabrook & 
Overby, 2009). Petersen (2008) wrote,

By using their wealth to buy influence, the drug companies have repeatedly 
squelched attempts to regulate their prices and promotional practices. . . . The 
industry has also won new laws that have added years to the average length of 



380——Propaganda & Persuasion

time their products are protected from competition by patents. Another law 
allowed the companies to profit from medical discoveries made by taxpayer-
funded scientists. And when these new measures boosted the drug companies’ 
profits, other laws gave them tax credits so lucrative that as a group they pay 
far lower taxes on average than other major industries. (p. 10)

The Food and Drug Administration

The FDA has been criticized for being too favorable to the pharmaceuti-
cal companies. Poorly funded and understaffed, its commissioner, Andrew C. 
von Eschenbach, said in 2008 that the agency faces a crisis and may not be 
“adequate to regulate the food and drugs of the 21st century” (Harris & 
Berenson, 2008, p. 2). As a result, the FDA does not test experimental drug 
medicines but relies on the drug makers to report the results of their tests. 
In the summer of 2004, the FDA’s chief counsel, Dan Troy, was criticized 
for inviting drug companies to inform him of lawsuits against them so the 
FDA could help in their defense (Law, 2006, p. 16). A law passed by 
Congress in 1992, the Prescription Drug User Fee Act, permits companies 
to pay fees to the FDA to speed up drug approval, thus the agency is par-
tially funded by the industry it is supposed to regulate. As a result, the FDA 
has been called “a servant of industry” for rushing too quickly and too 
enthusiastically to approve new drugs. The British Medical Journal in a 
cover story in 2002 asked, “Who Owns the FDA? The Drug Industry or the 
People?” (Moynihan & Cassels, 2005, p. 165–166). Petersen (2008) 
pointed out that the FDA has made it easy for the drug companies to make 
“me-too” drugs by not requiring them to prove a new drug is better than 
those already on the market. Of 1,100 drugs approved between 1990 and 
2004, only 400 of them were actually new (p. 142). Although the FDA has 
seemingly yielded to the drug industry’s pressures, it has issued violations 
regarding the effectiveness or safety of drugs, misleading claims, and pro-
motions for uses of drugs that are not in the product labeling. The FDA is 
controlled by Congress, thus it is subject to the influence of lobbyists on 
members of Congress.

Targeting the News Media

A key strategy is to target the news media with stories designed to create 
audience fears about disease, its spread, and other worrisome conditions. 
So-called “independent experts” who are actually employed by the drug 
companies are quoted via public relations firms that provide media outlets 
with a positive spin about the latest breakthrough medicines (Law, 2006).
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Audience Reaction to Various Techniques

The public has responded favorably to direct-to-consumer drug advertise-
ments on television. A 2002 study by Prevention magazine revealed that one 
out of every three consumers who sees pharmaceutical ads on television or 
in magazines has spoken with a doctor about an advertised medication. This 
means that in that year, more than 53 million patients requested by brand 
name a drug advertised in the media (Wamsley, 2006). Conversely, there is 
growing criticism of Big Pharma from the public. A 2005 Kaiser Family 
Foundation poll of 1,200 Americans found that 70% agreed that drug com-
panies put profits ahead of people (Weber, 2006, p. 1). Physicians have also 
been critical and have formed groups to oppose drug industry practices. 
Also, a number of recently published books written by well-respected 
authors—doctors, editors of medical journals, medical school faculty mem-
bers, and Pulitzer Prize–winning journalists—have documented unethical 
practices of Big Pharma. Weber (2006, pp. 3–4) sums up the situation:

The drug industry remains wealthy and powerful, but the voices of the critics 
are getting stronger and louder. The message of the critics is clear: In the search 
for corporate profits, the drug industry, often with the complicity of medical 
professionals, engages in practices that can and frequently do lead to poor 
quality medical care and to treatment that is unnecessarily costly.

Counterpropaganda

Two groups have organized to oppose Big Pharma’s practices: Pharmed 
Out is an independent project with a mission to counter inappropriate phar-
maceutical promotion practices. Its website (http://www.pharmedout.org) 
has up-to-date information on prescription drug issues. No Free Lunch was 
founded in 2000 by Dr. Bob Goodman of Columbia University Medical 
Center to educate consumers and to get doctors to pledge not to accept gifts 
from pharmaceutical representatives. Many doctors and former pharmaceu-
tical insiders have become vocal in opposing drug marketing. The Association 
of American Medical Colleges has been working on a model policy to govern 
the relationships between the 129 U.S. medical schools and the drug indus-
try. The policy includes a ban on free food, gifts, travel, ghostwriting, and 
drug industry–sponsored speakers. Medical school students, such as those at 
Harvard, have secured requirements for professors to disclose their drug 
industry ties (D. Wilson, 2009). Research hospitals affiliated with Harvard 
Medical School have imposed restrictions on outside pay for senior officials 
who are on the boards of pharmaceutical companies (D. Wilson, 2010). The 
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U.S. Justice Department has fined Pfizer $2.3 billion for civil and criminal 
practices, for promoting drugs for unapproved uses by taking doctors to 
resorts, paying their expenses, and providing perks (Associated Press, 2009). 
Legislators in several states (Vermont, Maine, West Virginia, California, 
Minnesota, and Washington, D.C.) have drafted laws requiring companies to 
report gifts to doctors. Pennsylvania and South Carolina have hired their 
own sales representatives to call on doctors to discuss older drugs and gener-
ics (Basler, 2008).The Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) 
no longer accepts industry-funded studies of drug trials unless an indepen-
dent statistician analyzes the results. The number of industry-funded trials 
published in the journal declined significantly (Wager, Mhaskar, Warburton, 
& Djulbegovic, 2010). In the U.S. Congress, bills are being written and intro-
duced to deny the tax deduction for advertising and promotional expenses 
for pharmaceutical companies (See S. 1763 [Protecting Americans From 
Drug Marketing Act], 2009). As people become more informed about pro-
paganda practices, movements are taken against them.

Effects and Evaluation

Considering the huge profits made by Big Pharma, the purpose of the 
propaganda campaign has been fulfilled. Perhaps it is because their strategies 
and techniques have been so widespread that they have become transparent. 
The flow of information has not been contained because it exists in a free 
society. Good journalism and medical professionals who value integrity have 
contributed to our knowledge of the practices detailed in this study. Reform 
is happening. The pharmaceutical industry is essential to our well-being as 
long as it does not go too far in seeking profits before helping people. As one 
of the industry’s most damning critics, Dr. Marcia Angell has written, 
“Despite all its excess, this is an important industry that should be saved 
from itself” (2004a, p. 237).

CASE STUDY 4

Pundits for Hire: The Pentagon Propaganda Machine

On April 20, 2008, an article titled “Behind TV Analysts, Pentagon’s Hidden 
Hand” appeared in the New York Times. Written by David Barstow after a 
lengthy investigation of more than 8,000 documents, the article exposed 



Chapter 7 Propaganda in Action: Four Case Studies——383

details about how the Bush administration, and more specifically the 
Pentagon, had secretly set about creating a propaganda “Trojan horse” to 
influence the public debate about the conflict in Iraq. This effort, titled “The 
Pentagon Military Analyst Program,” was launched in early 2002, and its 
objective was to recruit “key influentials” to help sell a wary public on “a 
possible invasion of Iraq.” The primary goal of the operation was to spread 
the administration’s talking points on Iraq by briefing retired commanders 
for network and cable television appearances, where they were presented as 
independent analysts. One of the participants, a former NBC military ana-
lyst Kenneth Allard, called the effort “psyops on steroids.” This program is 
an excellent example of how government can use the media in a deliberate 
attempt to shift public perceptions and attitudes.

The Propagandists

There were several clearly defined propagandists in Barstow’s revelations. 
The policy originated in the office of the Secretary of Defense, Donald 
Rumsfeld, and was implemented by then-Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Public Affairs, Victoria (Torie) Clarke. The willing participants in this delib-
erate propaganda strategy were the analysts who agreed to participate in 
spreading the Pentagon’s message in exchange for access to senior officials. 
Finally, the television networks and cable networks that made constant use 
of these “talking heads” were the channels through which these constructed 
propaganda messages were disseminated. It was this combination of origina-
tor (Rumsfeld and Clark), disseminator (the Pundits), and channel (the tele-
vision networks) that permitted this strategy to be implemented between 
2002 and 2008, when it was finally exposed by Barstow (Barstow, 2008). (It 
should be noted that the issue of paid propagandists for the Pentagon had 
been previously raised by others, but it was the New York Times story, based 
on its Freedom of Information Act request for those 8,000 documents, that 
made possible a full disclosure of extent of the program.)

Torie Clark was a key planner of this program. A former public relations 
executive, she had developed the concept of “information dominance” that 
argued that in a spin-saturated news culture, opinion is best swayed by 
voices perceived as authoritative and utterly independent. She had started 
this program of recruitment even before September 11, but in the months 
afterwards, as the networks rushed to retain their own four-star experts, she 
saw new opportunities. For Clarke, the military analysts were the “key 
influentials”—“authoritative, most of them decorated war heroes, all reach-
ing mass audiences” (Barstow, 2008). These analysts, she noted, often got 
more airtime than network reporters. More important, they were framing 
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how the audience ought to interpret events. There was another aspect that 
the administration had not really thought through, and that was that many 
of these analysts were also working for large military industries that were 
hoping for significant budget increases to pay for an Iraq war.

Previous administrations had made small-scale attempts to build relation-
ships with the odd military analyst, but there was nothing like the large-scale 
program that Clarke’s team had in mind. Don Meyer, an aide to Clarke, 
claimed that “a strategic decision was made in 2002 to make analysts the 
main focus of the public relations push to construct a case for war. Journalists 
were secondary.” It was also decided to keep the regular press office separate 
from the military analysts. In this way the military analysts were catered to 
by a small group of political appointees, and not by the regular press officers.

During the program, the Pentagon recruited more than 75 retired officers, 
although some participated only briefly. The largest contingent was affiliated 
with Fox News, followed by NBC and CNN, but analysts from CBS and 
ABC were also included. They contributed to radio talk shows and wrote 
op-ed pieces as well. Within the documents uncovered by the New York 
Times, this group was referred to as “message force multipliers.” This was 
the group of hand-selected military analysts who were tasked with imple-
menting this propaganda strategy.

The Audience

The target audience for this propaganda campaign was the American 
public. More specifically, it was that segment of the American public that did 
not agree with a decision to go to war with Iraq following the attack on the 
World Trade Center. In early 2002, polls showed that many Americans were 
uneasy about invading Iraq—a country that had no clear connection to the 
September 11 attacks. This was one of the first tasks assigned to the analysts: 
Convince the American public that Saddam Hussein was a danger to the 
United States and a threat to world peace. The analysts were given a series 
of high-level briefings, and they were provided with specific talking points. 
The main mantra, which was repeated over and over again on television, was 
that “Iraq possessed chemical and biological weapons, was developing 
nuclear weapons, and might one day slip some to Al Qaeda.” The answer 
was an invasion that would be a relatively quick and inexpensive “war of 
liberation” for the Iraqi people eager to get rid of Saddam Hussein.

It is difficult to gauge the actual impact of this campaign on public opinion, 
for the administration had made up its mind to invade Iraq, regardless of the 
American public’s feelings on the issue. However, it is obvious that the con-
stant barrage of these talking points did register with a significant segment of 
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the audience. Of course, it was precisely this mantra that was turned against 
the administration when no such weapons were found and became the butt of 
countless jokes, including one by President George W. Bush himself when, at 
a White House Correspondent’s Dinner in March 2004, he showed pictures of 
himself crawling around the Oval Office looking for “weapons of mass 
destruction.” (President Bush’s joke was loudly criticized by his opponents as 
being insensitive to those who had died fighting the Iraq War.)

The Various Techniques Employed

The primary technique for implementing this propaganda campaign was 
simple. These “voices of authority” were given extensive briefings by high-
ranking officials, provided with specific talking points, and were assigned to 
various media outlets. The fact that they were given access to the govern-
ment was a major factor in their extensive use by the television networks, 
because they provided information, albeit specifically prepared, that was 
otherwise unavailable.

Clarke’s staff was astounded at how successful their analysts were in get-
ting their message across. One of them noted, “You could see them messag-
ing. . . . You could see they were taking verbatim what the secretary 
[Rumsfeld] was saying or what the technical specialists were saying. And 
they were saying it over and over and over.” He added that on some days, 
“We were able to click on every single station and every one of our folks 
were up there delivering our message. You’d look at them and say ‘This is 
working’” (Barstow, 2008).

Among the many strategies employed was to take selected analysts on 
organized trips to key places like the Guantanamo Bay detention center, 
and to Iraq itself. These “tours” were meticulously arranged ahead of time 
to present these contentious sites in the best possible light, and the analysts 
would duly oblige with glowing reports when they returned to the United 
States. Even in the face of an obviously deteriorating situation by late 
2003, these analysts were still echoing the White House line that no rein-
forcements were necessary, and that the “enemy” was degraded, isolated, 
and on the run.

An internal memorandum from 2005 that Barstow discovered explains 
why the analysts were seen to be so successful. Written by a Pentagon official 
who had accompanied the group on one of their many trips to Iraq, she said 
that based on her observations, the analysts were having a greater impact on 
network coverage of the military. “They have become the go-to guys not 
only breaking stories, but they influence the views on issues,” she wrote 
(Barstow, 2008).
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Counterpropaganda

There was no clear, organized counterpropaganda to combat the messages 
of the analysts. Often, but not always, there would be another “talking head” 
to present an opposing point of view on a television show, but these were usu-
ally limited to so-called opinion shows. Most often the analysts were used to 
provide background information on news shows, and in this format they could 
present their talking points without fear of too much disagreement. However, 
as the situation in Iraq deteriorated after 2004, and the vision of a triumphant, 
quick, and easy “war of liberation” faded, it became increasingly difficult to 
continue to push a positive perspective in the face of progressively negative 
coverage provided by “real” journalists. Much like what had happened in the 
Vietnam War, the propagandistic talking points were overwhelmed by the pic-
tures of the chaos in Iraq being shown on television screens all day long.

The analysts were afraid that if they spoke the truth, that they would lose 
their precious access to the Pentagon, and thus, for many of them, run the 
risk of jeopardizing potential lucrative contracts. One analyst, quoted by 
Barstow, said that he had at times held his tongue on television for fear that 
“some four-star would call up and say, ‘Kill the contract.’” He said that he 
believed Pentagon officials misled the analysts about the progress of Iraq’s 
security forces, noting that, “I know a snow job when I see one.” However, 
he did not share this view on television.

Journalist and antiwar activists had long suspected that the Pentagon 
talking heads had special access and privileges, but they were not able to 
provide sufficient evidence to support this contention. Barstow’s Pulitzer 
Prize–winning articles on the subject brought the matter to the public’s 
attention, and it resulted in a furor. However, as the subject dealt with the 
way in which the television networks had been willing accomplices in aiding 
this propaganda campaign, coverage in the broadcast media was limited, 
and almost nonexistent. Initially CBS, Fox News, and NBC did not comment 
on their involvement with the analysts, while ABC and CNN issued state-
ments indicating that they were investigating the situation.

The Consequences

There was also an immediate call by members of Congress for an investi-
gation, and eventually in January 2009 the Department of Defense (DoD) 
inspector general issued a report that rejected most of the allegations. 
However, in May 2009 (now under the Obama Administration) Donald M. 
Horstman, the DoD’s deputy inspector general, repudiated the initial DoD 
investigation report, stating that an internal review found that the report 
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“did not meet accepted quality standards” and “relied on a body of testimo-
nial evidence that was insufficient or inconclusive.” According to Horstman, 
the review found that Pentagon officials who had devised and managed the 
analyst program had refused to speak to DoD investigators. The review also 
found that the investigation’s methodology was seriously flawed. Horstman 
added that no additional investigative work would be done to reissue the 
report because the analyst program has been terminated and the senior offi-
cials who oversaw it no longer work for the DoD (Barstow, 2009).

In July 2009, Daniel Gordon, acting general counsel for the Government 
Accountability Office speaking for the U.S. Comptroller General, issued a 
report that admitted that the Pentagon tried to favorably influence public 
opinion when it gave retired military officers working as TV news analysts 
insider access to war briefings, but it did not break the law. According to 
Gordon, the defense appropriations bills for fiscal 2002 through 2008 state 
that none of the money “shall be used for publicity or propaganda purposes 
not authorized by the Congress.” In the original Barstow story, the Pentagon 
denied it was trying to skirt the law, with spokesman Bryan Whitman telling 
the paper that the program was “nothing other than an earnest attempt to 
inform the American people.” Gordon didn’t address that comment but indi-
cated that the Pentagon needed to think twice before initiating any similar 
such programs in the future.

Gordon noted, “While DoD understandably values its ties with retired 
military officers, we believe that, before undertaking anything along the lines 
of the now-terminated program at issue in this decision, DoD should con-
sider whether it needs to have additional policies and procedures in place to 
protect the integrity of, and public confidence in, its public affairs efforts and 
to ensure the transparency of its public relations activities” (Pentagon 
Military Analyst Program, n.d.).

The question is will organized, systematic propaganda activity of this type 
ever occur again under a different administration attempting to manipulate 
public opinion for its own purposes? The answer is unclear. Writing on the 
PRWatch.org site, Diana Farsetta commented, “It’s unclear why the GAO 
would fail to take the most damning information into consideration, when 
ruling on the legality of the Pentagon pundit program. I fear that by giving 
a pass to a nefarious PR tactic that undermines transparency and democratic 
values, the GAO has helped pave the way for similar deceptive campaigns in 
the future” (Farsetta, 2009). As of now, in 2013, there has been no further 
example of this kind of activity. Perhaps the exposure of the practice has had 
an effect on the Pentagon’s attempts to manipulate media coverage by con-
trolling the message.
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Notes

1. Women, War, and Work: Shaping Space for Productivity in the 
Shipyards During World War II, a film by Victoria O’Donnell, is available 
in a 42-minute version for classroom use. Contact KUSM-TV, Montana 
State University, Bozeman, MT 59717-3340. To order, call 800-406-6383 
or order online at http://www.shop.montana.pbs.org.

2. Interestingly, this proposal has a precedent. In the 1930s, Congress 
responded to the aggressive and seductive advertising of investment securi-
ties vendors by banning pictures and images in all advertisements for stocks 
and bonds. The resulting advertisements contained only lists of the brokers 
making the offering.
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8
How Propaganda Works  

in Modern Society

Propaganda is a form of communication and therefore can be depicted as a 
process. A model of the propaganda process includes the social-historical 
context, a cultural rim made up of government, economy, events, ideology, 
and myths of society; the institution; propaganda agents; media methods; the 
social network; and the public. Generalizations about propaganda in modern 
society are based on the events and concepts discussed throughout this book.

This chapter presents a model of propaganda and several generalizations 
that have evolved from the events, ideas, and concepts discussed in 

previous chapters. This chapter also reaffirms our position that propaganda 
is a form of communication that can be depicted as a process.

A Model of the Process of Propaganda

Looking at the model of propaganda in Figure 8.1, one can see that it depicts 
the development of propagandistic communication as a process within a 
social system. The model is complex because, as we have seen in the preceding 
chapters, propaganda itself is complex. The process of propaganda takes the 
form of a message flow through a network system that includes propaganda 
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Figure 8.1  Model of the process of propaganda.
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agents, various media, and a social network, originating with an institution 
and ending with the possibility of response from the public or a target audi-
ence within the public. The message flow is contained within a cultural rim 
that is itself placed within a social-historical context. The model therefore 
depicts the necessity of examining the process of propagandistic communica-
tion within the multitude of features contained within a social-historical-
cultural framework. The flow of propaganda from institution to public has 
several canals that feed into, or are fed by, the elements of the cultural rim, to 
and from the institution itself, to and from the media, and to and from the 
public. This flow indicates that, as propaganda occurs, it has a potential 
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impact on the culture at any point during the process, and of course the cul-
ture has, in turn, an impact on the process of propaganda.

Social-Historical Context

Propaganda as a process is socially determined. The social-historical 
context provides a heritage that gives a propagandist motivation and even 
a “style” of communication. To understand how propaganda works, we 
must consider how the existing social-historical context allows it to work. 
The propaganda that emerges is the product of forces established long 
before the activity originated and is controlled by those forces. That is 
why the uses and methods by which propaganda emerges differ from 
society to society.

The propagandist is influenced by past models through allusions to his-
torical figures, methods, and impulses for current propagandistic activity. 
For example, the idea that freedom is worth dying for was the basis for 
Patrick Henry’s “Give me liberty or give me death” speech in the time of the 
American Revolution. The same idea provided the impulse for the anticom-
munist slogan “Better dead than Red” almost 200 years later. In another 
culture, the Middle East, present-day propaganda can be traced back to the 
social-historical context of the origins of Muhammadanism in the seventh 
century and the subsequent spread of the Islamic religion. Fourteen centuries 
later, Mohammed’s charge to his disciples to convert the infidels and to be 
willing to die fighting for the faith is often distorted by radical groups and 
forms the ideological base for a significant amount of the propagandistic 
content that is disseminated through modern technologies. When insurgents 
commit what Americans may think are “suicidal acts,” they do so believing 
that a death for the cause will ensure them a place on the right hand of God. 
Each incident of propaganda is thus historically based; yet each act of pro-
paganda also takes place at a specific point in history and is a product of its 
time. It is highly unlikely that the propaganda of Adolf Hitler would have 
worked in Germany during a time of prosperity. Time, both past and present, 
shapes the internal dynamics of the model.

The flow of propaganda to and from an institution depends on the condi-
tions of the times and the availability of the media. Today widespread use of 
the Internet, and increasingly through social media such as Facebook and 
Twitter, as well as the smartphone has enabled much broader and personal-
ized communication than in previous times. In the 16th century, Martin 
Luther’s ability to reach his audience was made possible by the development 
of the printing press. In the 20th century, motion pictures, radio, and televi-
sion have vastly increased the reach of propaganda messages. If the times 
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and conditions are right, to paraphrase Nietzsche, the propagandist is a hero 
who does nothing but shake the tree when the fruit is ripe.

Cultural Rim

Culture includes the social-historical context. We have depicted culture 
within the social-historical context only for purposes of clarifying the con-
cepts presented here. In the model, the elements of culture are depicted as a 
rim surrounding the flow of propaganda, with canals leading to and from the 
process and the cultural rim. The cultural rim is the infrastructure that pro-
vides the material context in which messages are sent and received. How 
propaganda is developed, used, and received is culture specific. The elements 
of a culture—its ideologies, societal myths, government, economy, social prac-
tices, and specific events that take place—influence propaganda. Take, for 
example, whether a society is open or closed. Even though it is increasingly 
difficult for an entire society to remain totally “closed” in a world inundated 
with sophisticated and prolific communication systems, some countries, such 
as North Korea, still deliberately prevent outside information from reaching 
their citizens. The communist government of North Korea, feeling increas-
ingly isolated after the collapse of Soviet communism, has for ideological 
reasons turned its back on the rest of the world, suffering the consequences 
of its self-imposed isolation. The North Korean government controls all 
media and maintains very strict access to information from the outside. 
Consequently, government propaganda dominates and shapes most aspects 
of North Korean life. How long North Korea will remain this tightly con-
trolled is uncertain, but it is a society with a closed cultural infrastructure that 
tries to prevent messages from the “outside” from coming into the system.

An open society, in contrast, tends to have more flexible, accessible media 
systems that accept or reject messages without having to refer to higher 
authorities. In the autumn of 1985, the American Broadcasting Company 
(ABC) and the producers of the television program 20/20 chose to reject a 
program segment about the death of Marilyn Monroe and a connection with 
Robert Kennedy because of the producer’s personal friendship with the 
Kennedy family. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), however, 
chose to broadcast the story. In open systems, the variety of channels in the 
media, competing images, and easy access to them tend to make audiences 
less suspicious but also more discerning and concerned about the potential 
for propaganda.

The economy dictates the flow of propaganda relative to the sale or con-
sumption of goods. Advertising certainly dictates the structure of the com-
mercial mass media system in the United States. In the 19th century, the 
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economy even dictated the attainment of literacy. If a nation needed laborers, 
it was less likely to support education of the masses.

As we have seen in previous chapters, culture is a system of formal and 
informal rules that tell people how to behave most of the time. People’s 
behavior, in turn, can alter the culture by creating new societal myths or 
changing ideologies.

The Process of Propaganda

The Institution

An institution generally initiates and fosters propaganda because of its 
organizational and financial powers. The propaganda may be to maintain 
the institution’s legitimacy, its position in society, and its activities. An insti-
tution outside the established order may also initiate propaganda to agitate 
to show support for a counter-ideology or concern over an issue. Institutional 
affiliation may not be revealed by the propagandists, who may act as 
“fronts,” or agents, for the source. This is often the case during wartime or 
for espionage activity.

Propaganda Agents

Propaganda agents are the people who facilitate messages directly and 
through the media for an institution. Sometimes, they are powerful and 
charismatic figures; at other times, they are bureaucrats or low-key dissemi-
nators of information. In the last century we have seen the emergence of 
“professional” propaganda agencies, operating in the world of advertising 
and public relations, whose primary purpose is to advance the messages of 
their clients. According to the definition of propaganda, their purpose is to 
send out ideology with a specific objective to a target audience for the ben-
efit of the institution but not necessarily for the good of the receivers.  
A hierarchy of agents with a chain of command is likely; this is to ensure 
that the message will be homogeneous.

Media Methods

Propaganda agents select and use the available media to send messages to 
an audience. The development of new technologies affects the nature of pro-
paganda and has been seen to be the major factor in the increasing use of 
propaganda. Starting in the 1930s, shortwave radio enabled the major govern-
ments of the world to broadcast ideology to remote places. The development 
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of powerful communication satellites has greatly increased the international 
range and impact of television. Television viewers from Australia to New York 
to Cape Town can regularly watch the BBC evening news broadcast. The 
“world news” service provided by the Atlanta-based Cable News Network 
(CNN) has become regular viewing in hotel rooms throughout the world. 
Each new communication technology is immediately co-opted by propaganda 
agencies, so that even for a short period of time fax machines became so com-
monplace that they, too, were used to deliver propaganda messages. Now the 
Internet has become a major means through which institutions and individuals 
relay messages across the world.

The Internet’s increasingly important role as a disseminator of propa-
ganda messages has caught most governments unprepared to deal with this 
new communication medium. The inherent characteristic of the Internet that 
allows one individual to send the same message to hundreds, thousands, 
even millions of others almost instantaneously makes it an extremely potent 
and potentially dangerous propaganda vehicle. By contrast, sites like Twitter 
provide a means for individuals to protest and organize and demonstrate 
against oppression. The result is that governments in “closed” countries such 
as North Korea, China, and Iran very actively censor Web sources.

Media utilization is vital to a propaganda campaign. Access to and con-
trol of the media literally mean access to and potential control of public 
opinion. The type of medium selected by the propagandist is appropriate to 
the audience that needs to be reached. Media are used to disseminate infor-
mation to the membership of a propaganda organization, as well as to those 
whose support is solicited. Where the media are not owned, the propagan-
dist runs the risk of the information being filtered through the media or 
released in an inappropriate fashion. To be most effective, the media message 
should be homogeneous, with a consistent purpose. Less control over the 
media means less control over the homogeneity of the message.

So extensive are mass media that they influence culture. Likewise, the 
culture influences the media. An open society allows competing messages to 
come from the media; thus, the propagandist’s message, when mediated by 
an unsympathetic or critical population, can be diffused. In contrast, the 
worldwide media are avaricious for sensational news. This enables propa-
gandists to receive worldwide exposure and subsequent media coverage at 
no cost. Certainly, terrorist hijackings, bombings, and kidnappings have 
promulgated media messages that otherwise would have remained unheard 
or unseen. The terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in New York City 
on September 11, 2001, was seen all over the world, almost as it occurred. 
Conversely, media coverage of a competing event can completely diffuse the 
impact of a propaganda event, such as on the morning of August 28, 2013, 
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when the world was waiting for a decision about what the U.S. government 
was going to do regarding the issue of chemical warfare in Syria, the major 
news on all of the cable news channels was about singer Miley Cyrus’s pro-
vocative performance the night before at the Video Music Awards.

The media also affect propaganda agents and their institutions. Too much 
exposure may be harmful, causing the propagandist to have to change strat-
egies. Unwanted publicity can lessen the credibility of an agent or institution. 
The peculiarities of the medium itself may not be understood well enough. 
Sarah Palin, the Republican candidate for vice president in the 2008 presi-
dential campaign, lost much of her credibility when she was interviewed on 
television, revealing her ignorance of foreign affairs.

Sometimes, the target audience receives the message directly from a 
medium or combination of media; sometimes selected audiences function as 
channels of communication to broader audiences through a social network.

The Social Network

A social network is made up of the following: (a) opinion leaders who 
may influence an audience because of their position with the social network; 
(b) small groups of people that may include opinion leaders, propaganda 
agents, or both; and (c) people who facilitate rumors innocently or deliber-
ately throughout a social network. In the multistep flow of communication, 
a social network receives information from the media that is, in turn, dis-
seminated throughout a community by leaders within it. Likewise, the public 
may receive information from the media and carry it back to the opinion 
leaders for explanation or confirmation.

As we have seen, in institutions such as the former U.S. Information 
Agency, information may be sent directly from the propaganda agent to 
opinion leaders, sidestepping the local, government-sponsored media alto-
gether. Although the process model of propaganda depicts the flow of infor-
mation from the propaganda agent through the media to the social network, 
it is possible that the message will bypass the “official” media and go directly 
to opinion leaders or small groups. For the most part, however, the media 
are used heavily by propaganda agents, with the social network coming into 
play as a mediating influence.

The Public

The propagandist’s audience may be the general public or a segment of the 
public targeted for a specific set of responses. As we have seen in Chapter 6, 
the predispositions of the audience are canalized by the propaganda message, 
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having the effect of resonance. Media experiences create shared experiences; 
thus, the public may form “communities” related to the propaganda message. 
As an example, the passing of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, 
commonly known as “Obamacare” has polarized the American public into 
“communities” both in support and in opposition to this far-reaching health 
care statute. Both sides in the debate have spent millions of dollars to state 
their positions in an attempt to influence public opinion.

The public response to propaganda messages takes many forms. The pub-
lic may fail to receive a message, it may choose to ignore it, it may be skepti-
cal and suspicious, it may take sides for and against, or it may respond in 
desired ways. Examples of desired behavioral responses are voting, contrib-
uting money, purchasing products, joining groups, engaging in demonstra-
tions, and putting pressure on elected officials through e-mail, petitions, 
letters, telegrams, and telephone calls. Such responses can be observed and 
measured, enhancing the propagandist’s effectiveness. The same responses 
can also be fed back into the cultural rim, creating new events, affecting the 
economy, creating new myths, electing new government officials, and alter-
ing ideology over time.

The model of the process of propaganda is interactive and cyclical, with 
each segment having the potential of interacting with another. Propaganda is 
a communicative form with the potential to create change. This book has 
demonstrated changes throughout history, but more important, it should 
equip the reader with the ability to recognize and evaluate propaganda in 
modern society. We continue to learn more about propaganda as we research, 
write, and revise this book, and each new edition causes us to rethink the 
nature of propaganda. The following generalizations, though few in number, 
may constitute new ways of looking at a very old subject.

Generalizations

 1. Propaganda creates and is created by strange and powerful bedfellows. 
Special interests cause groups that are usually diverse to unite in a common 
cause. The abortion controversy brought the far Right and Roman Catholics 
together. The antipornography movement united the Moral Majority and 
some feminists.

 2. Propaganda serves an informative function in that it tells people what to 
think about and how to behave. Because people turn to the media for help in 
understanding events and for finding out what to do about them, they unwit-
tingly expose themselves to propaganda and may become willing or naive 
supporters of an invisible institution.
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 3. Even when it is obvious that a message is propaganda, people will respond 
favorably to it. Knowledge that communication is propagandistic does not 
necessarily neutralize people’s reaction to it, especially when a message pro-
duces resonance in an audience. Sometimes, it is a matter of repetition and 
familiarity of a message, particularly when in the form of a clever slogan or 
jingle. The best examples of this can be found in advertising slogans and 
jingles that have worked their way into our colloquial speech—for example, 
Nike’s “Just Do It!”

 4. People tend to divide into opposing camps in response to propaganda, and 
public “communities” are formed that create powerful “armies” to fight for 
and support a cause. The media can instantly transmit information, and the 
community responds with instantaneous reactions.

 5. New technologies are powerful allies of propagandists. Satellite dishes and 
home video cameras have assisted the transmission of counterpropaganda in 
societies where the media have been controlled. Twenty-four-hour worldwide 
television broadcasts reach nearly all areas of the world. Instant information is 
readily available at all times. The Internet offers important channels for propa-
ganda, as well as easy access to information often enhanced by visual images 
and audio. Unsolicited e-mail messages and advertisements (“spam”) clutter 
our electronic mailboxes. New forms of market research, such as monitoring 
online purchases, or online sites visited, now makes it possible to devise “tar-
get” advertising and other messages tailored specifically to an individual’s 
social and cultural predispositions, aesthetic tastes or political ideology.

 6. External propaganda may be created for internal consumption. Displays of 
aggression toward an enemy may not faze the enemy, but they can bolster 
morale at home.

 7. Propaganda is not necessarily an evil thing. It can only be evaluated within 
its own context according to the players, the played upon, and its purpose.

This examination of propaganda has, we hope, made you more aware 
of how much this activity has shaped our lives and helped form the atti-
tudes we have on so many subjects. Propaganda by itself is a natural out-
growth of the development of sophisticated media of communication; it 
will always be with us in one form or another, and we as individuals can 
accept or reject it as we wish. We should not fear propaganda, for in a free 
society, somewhere, somehow, alternative message systems always appear. 
As this book was being revised for the second edition in 1991, the world 
witnessed a series of remarkable events—the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 
reunification of Germany, the demise of communism in most of Eastern 
Europe, and the breakup of the Soviet Union into a myriad of smaller 
nationalistic states. In September 1998, seven years after the end of the 
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Cold War, the U.S. Department of Defense began to change the purpose of 
the agencies that dealt with the former Soviet Union during the Cold War. 
There was less bellicose matching of weaponry and a reduction of aggres-
sive propaganda, but mutual suspicions between the two world powers 
remained.

As we prepared the fifth edition, we viewed these events with a new per-
spective. The emergence of a “new” Russia had enormous economic and 
social difficulties. Many Russians began to question the quality of life in a 
capitalist system and found it difficult to cope without the assistance of the 
paternalistic communist system under which they lived for so many years. 
Many of the former Soviet states, once rigidly controlled by the central com-
munist government, have remained politically unstable and fraught with 
ethnic conflicts. In recent years, under new strong leadership, Russia has 
begun to flex its military and political muscles, and exerted pressure on 
many of these former states. While a new Cold War has not emerged, there 
still remains a residual nervous suspicion between East and West.

At home in the United States, the threat of domestic terrorism reached 
dreadful proportions when the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in 
Oklahoma City was bombed in 1995, killing not only adult government and 
office workers and people conducting business there but also young children 
in a day care center. The bomb was not planted by foreign terrorists but by 
two discontented American men loosely associated with groups that oppose 
the federal government. On November 5, 2009, a U.S. Army psychiatrist 
allegedly shot and killed 13 and wounded 32 army personnel at Fort Hood, 
Texas. As this is being written, he has just been sentenced to death by a 
military court, having offered essentially no defense, other than a statement 
that he was acting as a soldier who had decided to “switch sides” in what he 
believed was a U.S. war against Islam (Kenber, 2013).

On April 15, 2013, two pressure cooker bombs exploded during the 
Boston Marathon at 2:49 p.m., killing three people and injuring an esti-
mated 264 others. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) took over the 
investigation and three days later released pictures and surveillance video of 
the two suspects. The two were later identified as brothers Dzhokhar and 
Tamerian Tsarnaev, who had immigrated to the United States from the for-
mer Soviet Union and self-identified themselves as Chechen. In a subsequent 
shootout, Tamerian was killed and Dzhokhar was arrested and charged with 
the crime. According to FBI interrogators, Dzhokhar and his brother were 
motivated by extremist Islamic beliefs and “were not connected to any 
known terrorist groups,” instead learning to build explosive weapons from 
the online magazine Inspire published by Al Qaeda affiliates in Yemen. The 
magazine’s first issue came out in mid-2010 and contained bomb-making 
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instructions in articles with titles like “Make a Bomb in the Kitchen of Your 
Mom.” This, type of “targeted” online publication is representative of the 
new world of propaganda, as the power of the Internet to communicate 
every type of message from apple pie recipes to instructions on bomb mak-
ing confronts the belief in free speech in open societies.

History shows us that here is a constant shift in sociopolitical conditions, 
and now we are faced with a new series of challenges that dominate the 
international stage. The attack on the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and 
the downing of the hijacked plane in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, on 9/11 
changed the world forever. Three thousand people were killed, and their 
deaths affected everyone as if the loss had been a personal one. America lost 
its innocence; thus, optimism was replaced by fear. The Bush administration 
went to war in Afghanistan (a war that was continued by the Obama admin-
istration) and once more in Iraq. Terrorists effectively used the Internet not 
only to communicate within their own membership but also to cause the 
world to witness graphic torture and beheadings of their hostages. Nations 
such as Iran are building the beginnings of nuclear arsenals. As we have 
demonstrated in this sixth edition, the realization that the study of propa-
ganda is more important than ever has become increasingly obvious.

Thus, the world continues to change and new challenges emerge. In 
response, new propagandistic strategies and campaigns will develop. As pro-
paganda strategies become more sophisticated and more urgent in their 
application as current world conditions dictate, we sincerely believe that their 
impact can be ameliorated by understanding how such strategies work. In the 
late 1930s, the Institute for Propaganda Analysis (see Chapter 5) believed the 
same thing, and for the short while that it was allowed to exist, it was tanta-
lizingly successful in educating its supporters on “how to analyze propa-
ganda.” The institute’s demise was brought about precisely because it was 
able to neutralize propaganda messages by demystifying them, and it did not 
pick sides, analyzing propaganda regardless of its source. The time has come 
to push for more such “demystification” programs, starting in the elementary 
schools and going all the way through college. We are surrounded by propa-
ganda of all kinds; therefore, it only behooves us to study, analyze, and ulti-
mately understand how it works. If there is one thing we have learned in the 
34 years we have been researching and writing the six editions of this book, 
it is that we fear only those things we do not understand.
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