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What is Propaganda?
Propaganda was a vital part of the war effort in World War II.
It was used by the Allies and the Axis to rally support from
their citizens and to discredit the enemy. The question is:
what exactly is propaganda? Propaganda is a term used to
describe the dispersal of information intended to influence
an audience. According to Bruce Lannes Smith, propaganda
is a deliberate manipulation of people's ideas and beliefs.
The idea that propaganda is deliberate and manipulative
helps to separate it from information used impartially to
educate an audience. Propaganda must reach its targeted
audience in order to be useful however.

Types
Propaganda can be dispersed using a variety of methods or types. During WWII, propaganda took many
forms. Everything from cartoons in a newspaper to animated movies were used to influence the minds
of people. Two of the main ways that propagandists relayed information was through media and print.
The use of media to disperse propaganda included outlets such as television, movies and radio. During
World War II, both the Axis and the Allies relied on all these forms of propaganda. Some of the media
campaigns were straight propaganda, for example radio programs like Lord Haw-Haw. Others were
more indirect like commercials for cigarettes or soda that incorporated a war message. The movie
industry also became an outlet for propagandists to reach more people. Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of
the Will is a fascinating study in the use of everything from camera angle to content used to incite
emotion and influence a large number of people.
Media was a useful form of propaganda but it could only reach individuals with access to television,
radios and movies. Print sources had the ability to reach a broader audience. Enemy planes might drop
leaflets aimed at undermining the military or newspapers might carry articles meant to inspire the war
effort. Books such as Mien Kampf written by Adolf Hitler also relayed specific ideologies. Posters were
another form of propaganda prolific on all sides of the war effort.
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Themes
Propaganda had many ways to reach a great number of people, but what did it say? Every propagandist
had their own message to impart but there are some general themes that seem to appear from all sides
of the war. Those themes were aimed largely at gaining support and discrediting the enemy.
Without the support of the people, governments would not be able to be successful in times of war. In
order to gain that support during WWII, countries employed propaganda as a strategy to boost morale
and share specific ideologies. Germany, for example, had large media and print campaigns denouncing
Jewish individuals as well as other cultural groups that did not fit into the Nazi ideal. The Nazis were not
the only ones to use propaganda to gain support. Posters depicting brave soldiers and patriotic symbols
were common in many countries including Britain and the United States.
It was important to have people stand behind the ideals they were fighting for. It was also important to
have their support in more tangible ways. Propaganda was used to motivate citizens to contribute to the
war effort. Individuals left on the home front were encouraged to build victory gardens, buy war bonds
and go to work in war-related fields. This was especially true for women, Rosie the Riveter became an
iconic image of the war effort.
Gaining support for the war was important but so was preparing citizens for the dangers of war.
Campaigns in Britain urged parents to send their children to live in the country until the fighting was
over. Other campaigns informed citizens of the necessity of having blackout drills or of the importance
of not sharing information that might be used by the enemy. In the United States, First Lady Eleanor
Roosevelt even warned of influences on labor in a newspaper article.
The enemy was an important target of propaganda during WWII. Leaflets were dropped behind enemy
lines in an attempt to undermine confidence by the British early on in the war. Radio programs often
sought to spread false or exaggerated information to the other side. Not only was the enemy the target
of propaganda but they could also be depicted in cartoons and animated films by showing exaggerated
features such as sharp teeth and claws in order to gain an emotional response.

Axis and Allies
In using propaganda to discredit the enemy, it was important to know who the enemy was. Many
countries participated in World War II but there were some key players on each side. The two sides
consisted of the Axis and the Allies.
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The Axis countries main participants were Germany, Italy, and Japan. Of these countries, Germany had
the most well known propaganda program in effect. German propaganda was carefully engineered by
the minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels. Goebbels worked to portray a specific image of the Nazi
party as well as to discredit any opposition. Japan and Italy also had propaganda programs in place. For
example, Tokyo Rose was a radio personality that dispersed Japanese propaganda.
The Allies also had propaganda programs in place. The main participants for the Allies were the United
States, Britain, Russia, France, and China. Propaganda was a large part of the war effort for these
countries as well. A common focal point for Allied propaganda would be posters.

Post-war Propaganda
The end of the war between the Axis and the Allies did not necessarily mean the end of propaganda.
Propaganda used during the war created ideals that the post-war world did not always live up to. In
Japan, there was a sense of disillusionment when reality did not match up with what people had been
told. Countries also used their propaganda programs to continue to influence individual ideas about the
war. In post-war Germany, films promoted an idea of forgetting about the atrocities of the war. In the
United States, images that were left out of mainstream propaganda are now being used to show the
involvement of African American women.
Individuals who had helped create the propaganda used during WWII faced different fates. Many were
permanently affected by their participation in the war effort. Leni Riefenstahl's career was clearly
affected by her association with the Nazi party and radio personality William Joyce (Lord Haw Haw) was
executed for treason.
Regardless of the outcomes for those involved, it is clear that propaganda played an important part in
the war effort during WWII. Whether it was a poster selling war bonds or a book about the Nazi ideals,
intentional information was provided to a broad audience to serve the purpose of influencing
individuals.
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