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          introduction:  thirteen 
propositions abou t 

propaganda 
 

  

     jonathan   auerbach  and
 russ   castronovo     

     The scope of propaganda is biblical. God’s injunction against spreading false reports 
prompted subsequent commentators to caution against “propagators of calumny” whose 
sin consists in sowing seeds of dissension and suspicion that prevent the establishment of 
peace on earth.   1     “Th ou shall not publish” would be a serviceable translation of the original 
Hebrew of Exodus 23:1, according to a nineteenth-century theologian. A generation before, 
John Wesley had glossed this verse to explain that the divine prohibition included not sim-
ply the spreading of rumors but also their receipt. Th e truth or falsity of the message is only 
half of what Moses is instructed to adjudicate. Equally if not more signifi cant are the posi-
tions along an ancient media chain connecting senders and receivers. Linking each end of 
this communications circuit is an array of activities whose appearance may be an everyday 
event but whose power is immense: dissemination, circulation, and, of course, propagation. 

 Not that these activities were themselves sinful. More than a millennium aft er Moses 
received warning about the “propagators of calumny,” the Catholic Church invested the 
concept and practice of propaganda with its modern meanings, specifi cally the idea of 
global distribution. In 1622 to counter the widening infl uence of the Reformation, Pope 
Gregory XV charged a group of cardinals with the mission of spreading the faith world-
wide. In his  Inscrutabili Divinae , a document that is translated in the fi rst chapter of 
this volume, the pope called for an organization dedicated to propaganda, not to distort 
information or proliferate lies but to disseminate what he and other believers took to be 
the one truth about religion. 

 Derived from the post-classical Latin  propagare , associated with the Vatican’s propa-
gation of the faith, the phenomenon connotes the extension of territory oft en associated 
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2   jonathan auerbach and russ castronovo

with conquest.  Less frequently, the idea also entailed horticultural practice of promot-
ing the growth, reproduction, and multiplication of plants by means of slips, shoots, 
and cuttings. As a cultural practice, propaganda concerns nothing less than the ways 
in which human beings communicate, particularly with respect to the creation and 
widespread dissemination of attitudes, images, and beliefs. In this way, the study of pro-
paganda has tremendous relevance for art history, history, theology, communications, 
education, media studies, public relations, literary analysis, rhetoric, cultural theory, 
and political science. Precisely because propaganda cuts across so many fi elds both in 
the humanities and social sciences, it deserves renewed and sustained scrutiny, promis-
ing to invigorate and be invigorated by overlapping concepts such as ideology, publicity, 
and indoctrination that may have played themselves out in more traditional disciplines. 

 While we draw on research from these various other academic subjects, we urge that 
propaganda be considered a fi eld of study in its own right. Far-ranging in its implica-
tions, propaganda as a coherent practice or set of practices lends itself to focused inquiry 
insofar as it possesses a distinct genesis and a rich history that helps us make sense of 
how information circulates today. Before the bitter experience of World War I saddled 
understandings of propaganda with sinister connotations, the concept carried more 
open-ended meanings. And yet the association of propaganda with malevolent forms 
of persuasion seemed well deserved in light of the outpouring of fake atrocity stories 
and patriotic spectacles that had led nations and individuals into a protracted war of 
particularly chilling effi  ciency from 1914 to 1919. Th ese connotations were to be con-
fi rmed just a few decades later when the Nazi Reich made propaganda a vehicle for pro-
moting invasion and genocide. Th is volume is profoundly attentive to these catastrophic 
events of the twentieth century and it includes other chapters in this dark history from 
the Soviet Union of the Stalin era, China in the wake of the massacre of pro-democracy 
forces at Tiananmen Square, and Rwanda during the frenzy of “hate radio.” 

 Oft en used strictly as a dismissive term, especially by one enemy against another, pro-
paganda can more neutrally be understood as a central means of organizing and shaping 
thought and perception, a practice that has pervaded the twentieth century but whose 
modern origins go back at least to the spread of religious doctrine during the Counter 
Reformation. Of course, though, persuasion has been around for a far longer time, and 
debates over its uses and ethics date as far back as the classical face-off  over rhetoric 
between Socrates and the Sophists. While Plato’s  Gorgias  voices doubts over the moral-
ity of persuasion—is it merely a knack for appealing to emotion and creating unfounded 
judgments?—it is signifi cant for our purposes that this dialogue does not really weigh 
in on the scale of such persuasion, nor the material means by which rhetoric is enacted. 
Orators in classical antiquity certainly addressed audiences, but they did so without the 
aid of megaphones, the printing press, radio signals, or the networks of the Internet. In 
this light, the truly modern feature of the Pope’s 1622 call for propagation is the provi-
sion that the Vatican’s post offi  ce would facilitate the transmission of the true faith. It is 
not enough to speak in the agora; instead, propaganda requires institutions and media 
practices to take up the task of dissemination. 

 While the concept initially emerged within the Catholic Church, a subsequent ety-
mology marks a crucial shift  during the French Revolution, when the word migrated 

00_Castronovo_Intro_00.indd   200_Castronovo_Intro_00.indd   2 10/1/2013   4:25:11 PM10/1/2013   4:25:11 PM



thirteen propositions about propaganda  3

to a more secular set of institutions. Th roughout Europe starting around 1790, the term 
was invoked both by radicals eager to advance the gospel of Reason and by anti-revo-
lutionaries who feared that “Propaganda,” imagined as a metaphoric monster created 
by “vile Innovators,” was spawning social discord across the globe.   2    In this emerging 
political context, propaganda became the basis for a new way of conceiving civil society, 
with the widespread circulation of ideas embracing universal liberty and equality at its 
center. Such revolutionary upheaval quickly became linked with propaganda’s role in 
orchestrating confl ict, as Georg Lukács fi rst noted in the 1930s: 

 In its defensive struggle against the coalition of absolute monarchies, the French 
Republic was compelled to create mass armies. Th e qualitative diff erence between 
mercenary and mass armies is precisely a question of their relations with the mass of 
the population. If in place of the recruitment or pressing into professional service of 
small contingents of the declassed, a mass army is to be created, then the content and 
purpose of the war must be made clear to the masses by means of propaganda. . . . Such 
propaganda cannot possibly, however, restrict itself to the individual, isolated war. It 
has to reveal the social content, the historical presuppositions and circumstances of 
the struggle, to connect up the war with the entire life and possibilities of the nation’s 
development.   3     

 Here the massifi cation of men’s bodies into armies parallels the mass dissemination of 
nationalistic and ideological appeals to go to war, a pattern repeated over and over again 
for the next two hundred years, including the 2003 invasion of Iraq by U.S.-led coalition 
forces. As Lukács’s word “possibilities” suggests, there dwells a humanitarian or perhaps 
even a utopian hint in this kind of revelatory propaganda, as we can see by turning to a 
visual example (  fi gure I.1  ).      

 This image, designed and deployed by the U.S. Army Civil Affairs and 
Psychological Operations Command during the invasion, strikes an emotional 
chord to play upon the supposed universality of parental feeling by presenting the 
most vulnerable members of Iraqi society—children—as exposed to malignant 
influence from terrorists. Like the propaganda of the French Republic, this U.S. 
Army leaflet is directed at a civilian population. But there exists a crucial difference. 
The mass appeal to Iraqis comes from outside the nation by a foreign, occupying 
power. The internal, domestic propaganda of France in the 1790s seems straight-
forward compared to the linguistic and cultural translations that necessarily frame 
the dissemination of U.S. propaganda within the borders of Iraq. Not only does an 
American message have to be rendered in Arabic. It has to be communicated within 
the codes of post-Hussein society, a discourse that requires an appreciation of its 
people and its history. The elder’s hand that rests on the boy’s red shirt bears a tattoo 
that many Iraqis would recognize as a marking borne by now-liberated inmates of 
the regime’s prisons, suggesting a continuity between the abuses of Hussein and the 
abuses of the insurgents. Shot from a child’s point of view, the latent content of the 
image readily becomes manifest even for the casual observer. The aggressive sexual-
ity of the rocket launcher, its menace, equates these looming, masked militants to 
sexual predators. 
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4   jonathan auerbach and russ castronovo

 And so a humanitarian analogy takes hold: just as children require protection from 
terrorists, Iraqi society will benefi t from the watchful presence of the U.S. military, posi-
tioned as the eye of the low-angle camera, but nowhere to be seen in the staged image 
itself. Th is resonant piece of American propaganda sympathetically seeks to insinuate 
itself into the inner life of the Iraqi nation, its hopes for the future as embodied by its 
children (“our children” in the upper declarative sentence, and “your children” in the 
lower imperative one). By this interplay of image and text, the leafl et aims “to reveal 
the social content, the historical presuppositions and circumstances” (to recall Lukács’s 
phrasing) of the struggle in Iraq. 

 Appreciating how propaganda may serve as a fruitful means of social analysis is one 
core conviction among many that underlie this collection of essays. Although these 
assumptions are concretely borne out in the course of these individual essays them-
selves, we feel it is useful to put our cards on the table from the start by spelling out 
our approach to the study of propaganda. We therefore off er a series of related proposi-
tions about propaganda. Th ese propositions are intended to be expansive and suggestive 
rather than defi nitive, helping to move forward a topic that all too oft en has been bogged 
down and narrowed by categorical and repetitious preconceptions. If our formulations 
seem broad, we prefer to err on the side of capaciousness rather than to preempt inquiry 
by insisting on confi ning categories of inclusion and exclusion. 

 

"Terrorists poison the Minds of our children"

US Army Civil Affairs and Psychological Operations Command - Leaflet - Dropped over Iraq circa 2003 (OIF)

"Don't let your children be exploited" 

   Figure I.1    U.S. Army propaganda leafl et    
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thirteen propositions about propaganda  5

         1.     Propaganda is not intrinsically evil or immoral.  Working as a radio broadcaster 
during World War II for the Overseas Service of the BBC, George Orwell raised 
a seeming paradox: “All propaganda is lies, even when one is telling the truth” 
(diary entry, March 14, 1942). Orwell grasped that the veracity of any given 
statement was not the central question in assessing propaganda. He instead 
relocated the problem at a more serious level by damning all acts of propagation 
as fundamentally fraudulent. But as we have already suggested, this virtually 
automatic commonplace that propaganda is inherently dishonest and deceitful 
emerged directly from the practice of propaganda itself, specifically the charges 
and counter charges made between Germany and its enemies during and in 
the aftermath of World War I.  Yet the existence of the concept and practice 
of propaganda prior to the Great War for nearly three hundred years suggests 
a more benign history, with the concept linked to mass movements such as 
suffrage, the abolition of slavery, and environmental conservation. Of course 
we cannot turn back the clock to restore propaganda to its pristine state before 
the global violence of the twentieth century. But appreciating how powerfully 
pejorative assumptions about the concept emerged at a particular historical 
moment that saw the convergence of modern warfare and modern media allows 
us to rethink the practice and to reorient propaganda studies in possibly new 
directions. That is why we propose to begin by treating propaganda not as a term 
of disrepute, but simply as a mode of mass persuasion, neither good nor evil, that 
can be enlisted for a variety of purposes and with a variety of results.   4      

      2.     Propaganda entails propagation, but not everything that propagates is necessarily 
propaganda.  This point may seem obvious, but it is worth emphasizing that an 
image or argument, not matter how powerful and compelling, remains inert 
unless it is engaged by an audience. Boxes of stirring pamphlets sitting unread 
in a warehouse do not propaganda make. Nor does a video documenting the 
brutal tactics of an authoritarian regime—unless it is uploaded to YouTube and 
begins receiving hundreds of hits a day. Propaganda is a mass phenomenon; 
it must circulate in public, reaching and drawing together large numbers of 
individuals who are largely unknown to one another. Personal exchanges among 
intimates often are constituted by a variety of rhetorical appeals, but this sort of 
persuasive communication is on an insufficient scale to be usefully examined as 
propaganda. And yet not everything that is disseminated widely in public lends 
itself to analysis as a piece of propaganda. Weather forecasts, for example, can 
reach thousands of people at once through radio, press, and Internet, but unlike 
other sorts of news, these forecasts usually carry only negligible persuasive force. 
Of course a weather forecast, or more likely a succession of forecasts, could be 
enlisted for propaganda purposes, as in debates concerning climate change.  

      3.     The relation between propaganda and information is fluid, varying according to 
context and function.  As our previous example suggests, information about the 
weather may be utilized in partisan arguments about climate change, global 
warming, the greenhouse effect, pseudoscience:  this shifting nomenclature 
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readily indicates that the line between information and propaganda is variable 
and unstable. Propaganda is not a fixed entity with a predetermined set of 
characteristics that can be identified in isolation. Rather than reify propaganda 
by searching for its intrinsic properties, we take a pragmatist approach that 
leads to a functional definition: publicly disseminated information that serves 
to influence others in belief and/or action. Whether it makes sense to regard a 
particular piece of widely circulated information as propaganda or not depends 
on its use. And whether that information is factual or not is also mostly moot 
(as Orwell observed), since facts never exist in a vacuum but are framed by the 
discourse in which they are embedded. Data about rising ocean temperatures as 
reported by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration signify and 
circulate very differently on a website such as JunkScience.com. Truth claims are 
indeed claims and cannot be abstracted from the rhetoric of assertion. Acts of 
mass persuasion are tied to specific practices of propagation and circumstances 
of reception. Even if sinister motives are imputed from the start, propaganda as 
it spreads over time may do more than merely mislead or manipulate.  

      4.     Although propaganda is not an essential category with precise formal attributes, 
particular techniques of propagation can be studied with variable results.  As 
opposed to identifying characteristics of propaganda that endure forever 
and across culture, our task is to scrutinize the rhetorical or visual packaging 
that allows information to appeal to broad audiences, to examine how such 
information influences people, and to pay critical attention to its patterns of 
dissemination and circulation. This approach is fundamentally different from 
studies of propaganda that seek to establish a set of generalized guidelines or rules 
for recognizing (and thus disarming) propaganda. The Institute for Propaganda 
Analysis (IPA), for instance, was an American organization founded in 1937 
with the purpose of countering the perceived assault on the individual’s capacity 
for free thought. It devoted its activities toward producing a monthly bulletin 
“to help the intelligent citizen detect and analyze propaganda” within motion 
pictures, daily newspapers, and radio broadcasts.   5    IPA bulletins closed with a 
regular feature, “Suggested Activities and Discussion Notes,” that encouraged 
citizens to exercise suspicion about the media they consumed so that they could 
spot various propaganda ploys—“card stacking,” “name calling,” “glittering 
generalities”—that coincided with the march of fascism in the 1930s. The limit 
of this sort of investigation, in contrast to our approach, consists in the fixation 
upon propaganda as a set of features that can be decoded and demystified. While 
getting people to pay attention to particular rhetorical devices and tactics might 
have its advantages, it is unclear how and whether such formal exercises could 
produce vigilant, fully informed, and engaged citizens in the long run; in fact 
such an emphasis on decoding might have given people the false impression that 
they were immune to more subtle and diffused strategies of persuasion.  

       5.      Any given practice of propaganda must be understood in relation to culturally 
specific proximate institutions, such as education, religion, public diplomacy, 
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advertising, and literature.  This is the central crux of these propositions and 
of our volume as a whole. Over and over again in these essays, the practice of 
propaganda is intimately connected to a host of parallel institutions, which in 
turn are carefully situated in their historical, national, and cultural contexts. 
Rather than isolate propaganda as a thing unto itself, this approach fruitfully 
links mass persuasion to teaching, preaching, selling, publicizing, and other 
analogous rhetorical modes that work in a similar vein. Not until 1982 did the 
Vatican rename the Congregatio de propaganda fide, continuing the propagation 
of the faith under the name of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples. 
And since 1701 the Church of England had been operating its own Society for 
the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts to convert pagans (including 
dissenting white settlers) in the New World. Whereas religious institutions thus 
have tended to be explicit about their propaganda, educational institutions 
often have been skittish about their proximity to propaganda. Indeed, charges 
of education as indoctrination or propaganda routinely flare up in debates over 
educational policy, public school curricula, and textbook adoption. The field 
of advertising perhaps has been most successful in disavowing its propaganda 
past despite the fact that early pioneers in the field considered propaganda 
and advertising synonymous. Whether by way of imitation, fine distinctions, 
disavowal, or dialectics, the relations between propaganda and these parallel 
institutions require close and sustained attention.  

       6.      Propaganda changes according to specific media, but cannot entirely be defined 
by the attributes of a given medium.  Taking into consideration our emphasis on 
scales of dissemination, it becomes obvious that not all media work identically. 
Even though radio was initially conceived as a means of communication between 
individuals, for instance, it quickly developed into a model of one-to-many 
broadcast, as did television following soon after, both almost always subsidized 
and run by either large corporations and/or national governments. The Internet 
and print (to a lesser extent), by contrast, more easily allow individuals to spread 
information widely although one would never want to deny the heavy imprint 
of corporate influence. On a more general level, how audiences process words 
differs markedly from how they process images, which tend to operate more 
rapidly and affectively, engaging different senses and different parts of the brain. 
So the specific media channels that convey information profoundly shape what 
messages can be sent and how they are received. Yet such inclination toward 
technological determinism has its drawbacks in a world of media convergence 
and remediation.   6    Words and images are often translated or carried over from 
one medium to another in ways that often enhance rather than diminish the 
force of persuasion. Focusing on one medium instead of the interplay of several 
media risks losing sight of the ways in which broadly based narratives cut across 
media to mutually reinforce each other. The figure of the brutish black rapist was 
always more than the product of D. W. Griffiths’s cinematic vision in  Birth of a 
Nation . Thomas Dixon’s historical romances of the Ku Klux Klan, newspaper 
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cartoons, and the speeches of Senator “Pitchfork” Ben Tillman worked hand 
in glove to solidify this stereotype, which loomed larger and more powerfully 
than any one of its many media iterations. In this particular case, the medium is 
distinctly not the entire message.  

       7.      Propaganda in its effects can be partial, and it need not be total.  Totalitarian 
regimes maximize power by extending their control beyond the domain of 
the strictly political and into culture, education, and religion. In North Korea 
under Kim Jong-un or Iraq under Saddam Hussein, the state harnessed such 
institutions as the press, television, schools, sports, and health care in an effort 
to expand its propaganda activities into all aspects of life. Situations of total 
propaganda are rare, however. Dictatorial societies may not require the gentle 
suasion of propaganda since forceful coercion remains a tried and proven tactic 
in these settings. More commonly, however, in either totalitarian societies or 
democratic ones, propaganda is partial in its effects. Take radio, for example. All 
sorts of material and subjective conditions make radio a partial phenomenon. 
Transmissions can be blocked by mountains or compromised by a weak signal so 
that a broadcast fails to reach everyone in a potential audience. Other recipients 
who are squarely within the broadcast zone may not turn on their radios. Some 
people may have the radio on but will listen to a different station (assuming 
there is more than one that can be received). Others who have dialed into the 
right station may be distracted and not really listening or understanding. Still 
others may tune in and follow closely but without agreeing. Propaganda, in 
this last instance, is partial because there remains within individuals a core of 
subjectivity that cannot be completely overwritten or entirely internalized by 
disseminated information, despite theorists who might suggest otherwise. 
Nonetheless, propaganda, even in moderate or partial doses, is often potent 
enough to sway subjects and to convince them to adopt beliefs and commit 
actions that they would not otherwise consent to without the influence of mass 
persuasion.  

       8.      Analyzing propaganda requires paying as much attention to networks of 
information flow (how) as the content (what) . Whether it is a colonial American 
broadside or a politically charged webpage, the manner in which propaganda 
spreads and circulates is just as significant as the information that it imparts. 
The content of propaganda does not exist apart from its modes of transmission. 
In this regard, propaganda analysis differs from ideological critique, which 
typically strives to unmask the ideological meanings hidden within a speech, 
painting, or other cultural artifact. Such critique starts from the presumption 
that ideology instills people with a false understanding of the world. Without a 
doubt, much of what is categorized as propaganda relies on deceptive messages, 
faked information, and/or exaggerated claims. But it is not the single piece 
of propaganda that needs analysis. Instead, what matters are the systems of 
production and dissemination that propel an eighteenth-century broadside 
along a network of American coastal cities or cause a website to be linked to 
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other websites. In this sense, the novelty of Tom Paine’s  Common Sense  (1776) 
was not bound up with what it said since this propaganda pamphlet more or 
less repackaged ideas about natural rights that were already familiar. Precisely 
because he said nothing new about government, his ideas were easily received. 
But what was innovative was  how  those ideas migrated to taverns, inns, and 
coffeehouses where even illiterate Americans heard the simple language of his 
argument read aloud and discussed. Paine’s anonymously published pamphlet 
was compatible with the established idioms of religion, commerce, and science 
so that it was quickly sent flowing across large swaths of the population.  Common 
Sense  acquired revolutionary meaning insofar as it moved courtesy via not only 
a network of Whig printers and correspondents but also Tory counterattacks 
that kept its ideas in circulation. Soon a half-million copies, according to Paine’s 
estimate, were circulating in the colonies. It was these factors—and nothing 
intrinsic to Paine’s arguments about monarchy—that made  Common Sense  the 
most important pamphlet of the Age of Revolution.  

       9.      People can actively use propaganda and are not simply passive dupes used by it. 
Propaganda does not necessarily spread from the top down.  Twentieth-century 
studies of propaganda generally view the populace as putty, easily shaped and 
molded by master manipulators. Even before the undeniable specter of fascism 
encouraged this view, the image of a citizenry as “formless block” awaiting the 
practiced hand of a sculptor of the state who “does not hesitate to do it violence” 
had been present in Friedrich Schiller’s work on aesthetic education.   7    Later 
research on crowd psychology, principally by Gustave Le Bon, solidified this 
idea that people could be misled by words and images into performing actions 
as a group that they would never commit individually. According to this map, 
power and influence flow vertically, seeking the lowest elevation and following 
the course of least resistance. These valleys are, of course, inhabited by the 
unthinking mass. Yet this view changes with the recognition that social and 
political landscapes are more varied and complex. People consume propaganda, 
but they also produce and package their own information just as they also create 
and spin their own truths. Of course, however, these remain only potential truths 
unless they are handed out as a leaflet, plastered on walls as a poster, conveyed 
across the airwaves, or uploaded as a video. It is worthwhile remembering as 
well that access to these media is often limited by expense, literacy, or a lack 
of technological resources, and that those who first acquire information usually 
have an advantage in controlling it. By deciding whether or not to remove an 
incendiary YouTube video, for example, a company like Google owning a private 
platform may exercise more command over free speech and the public commons 
than governments themselves. But it is also worth noting that the Church, the 
state, and corporate interests often compete rather than support one another, and 
taken together they do not have a total lock upon the means of propagation. There 
was more than one printing press churning out pamphlets in late-eighteenth-
century France, and in the months before the fall of the Bastille a widely available 
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and lively series of pamphlets speculating about the sexual escapades of Marie 
Antoinette helped fuel indignation against the ancien régime. Likewise, there 
was more than one Twitter account relaying messages in Tahrir Square during 
the popular protests for regime change in Egypt in 2011. Because the people are 
never just a singular entity, multiple points of dissemination come into focus 
when propaganda is understood as a more horizontal form of communication.  

       10.      Propaganda can produce unintended effects beyond the control of both producers 
and receivers.  The study of propaganda does not neatly fit a conventional 
communications model that posits a producer at one end, a receiver at the other, 
and a message in the middle, with the emphasis for the most part falling on the 
agency of producers, and to a lesser extent, on the susceptibility of audiences to 
the machinations of propagandists. This is an inadequate model for a number 
of reasons. First, propagandists may operate without a clear intention or even 
message beyond a vague inclination to stir things up, and yet still generate 
profound effects. Especially in cyberspace, tidbits of rhetoric can quickly 
become massively amplified and distorted. Second, this model tends to overlook 
how during the circulation of discourse along nodes and networks, the roles of 
senders and receivers can change places, so that a person who reads or hears 
something becomes a kind of active producer in passing that information on 
(often in altered form) to somebody else. Third, in focusing on the deliberate 
aims of producers, this model neglects the promiscuous, dynamic nature of 
information once it reaches a public. An image designed to produce a single 
effect can provoke a range of unanticipated responses. Plastered (by state 
sanction) on every market stall, iconic photos of former Tunisian president Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali clasping his hands together in a show of warmth and power 
were clearly intended to induce worshipful respect. But instead they became the 
target of mockery by many Tunisian citizens, who enjoyed glossing the smiling 
dictator’s gesture as “give me your money.” This jab was certainly not the message 
intended by the state propagandists. Yet it would be equally dubious to assume 
that by this kind of creative reinterpretation, citizens wrested control of Ben Ali’s 
image from the state, since for years such cynical jokes could only be uttered as 
private asides.  

       11.      To be effective, propaganda must harness a rich affective range beyond negative 
emotions such as hatred, fear, and envy to include more positive feelings such as 
pleasure, joy, belonging, and pride.  Here we are indebted to the political theorizing 
of Slavoj Žižek, who has analyzed the operations of ideology; for Žižek “ ideology 
has nothing to do with  ‘ illusion, ’ with a mistaken, distorted representation of its 
social content,” since people usually are able quite effortlessly to see through 
tissues of lies.   8    Shifting from a cognitive register to a psychological one, Žižek 
emphasizes how ideology works by affect, fulfilling a comforting function to 
protect us from the overwhelming chaos of undifferentiated signification. We 
want and need to be told what things mean. For Žižek, ideology is not confusing 
but reassuring. Rather, it is the absence of ideology that would be disorienting. In 
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the 1960s Jacques Ellul made a similar point about propaganda, echoing earlier 
assessments by Walter Lippmann in the 1920s that the public dissemination of 
information had grown too complex and confusing for citizens to master on their 
own. For both Lippmann and Ellul, this need for order and security in the face 
of such media saturation carried primarily negative associations, exposing the 
vulnerability and alienation of modern life. As a result, people were perpetually 
at the mercy of bogus truth claims and demonized depictions of adversaries. 
But for public relations guru Edward Bernays (Sigmund Freud’s nephew), also 
writing in the 1920s, the yearning for clarity instead bespeaks the importance of 
desire in shaping our beliefs. Appreciating desire as a central fact of capitalism, 
Bernays unrepentantly sought to understand and tap the underlying psychic 
mechanisms that motivate consumers to buy commodities. Like Žižek after him, 
he appreciated how such forces of desire were linked to pleasure, which in the 
rush to deem mass persuasion as manipulative, deceitful, and immoral, has been 
a dimension largely overlooked in propaganda studies since World War I.  

       12.      Propaganda is an integral feature of democratic societies.  “Invent the printing press 
and democracy is inevitable,” commented Thomas Carlyle. Hardly a ringing 
endorsement of popular government, Carlyle’s statement rather concerns how 
the invention of moveable type increased the range and speed of information so 
that now an entire people could become the target of persuasion. John Dewey in 
1927 found Carlyle’s words prophetic and riffed, “Invent the railway, the telegraph, 
mass manufacture and concentration of population in urban centers, and some 
form of democratic government is, humanly speaking, inevitable.”   9    Modern 
history had proved at least the first half of Dewey’s statement. Sophisticated 
distribution techniques and expansive communication networks had indeed 
galvanized the U.S. population, not strictly for greater self-rule, but to acquiesce 
to joining a war in Europe. As to the second half of his statement (interrupted by 
that cagey, colloquial phrase “humanly speaking” that would seem to cut against 
the grain of technological determinism), it is not democracy but the inevitability 
of information flow that bears comment. From a less optimistic perspective 
than Dewey’s, Walter Lippmann in the aftermath of the Great War analyzed 
how such flow contributed to what he called “the manufacture of consent.”   10    If  
the sloganeering justification for entering the conflict was “to make the world 
safe for democracy,” the production of wartime propaganda ensured that the 
population would agree to this interpretation of events. And so in our own day 
we might write: Invent the television, the cellular phone, and the Internet. . . . We 
would like to say that democracy will ensue, but it seems a safer bet to merely 
say that the only sure thing to follow will be more and more vigorous attempts to 
actively shape public opinion.  

      13.     The study of propaganda remains highly relevant and in all likelihood will 
continue to be a critical issue in the future.  Increasing globalization and growth 
in transnational communications networks, the rise of the Internet and the 
explosion of blogging sites, the erosion of state control over media, the shift 
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to twenty-four-hour news cycles, the virtually instantaneous posting of cell 
phone videos on YouTube, the emergence of citizen journalists would all seem 
to combine to spell the end of propaganda as we know it. Models of propaganda 
that describe how media conglomerates and governments work together to create 
systemic biases have lost some of their pertinence. Even though there is clearly no 
longer any sort of monopoly over information, we cannot be lulled into thinking 
that information is now open and free for all. Despite the proliferation of newer 
technologies of knowledge, there still exist stark asymmetries, particularly in the 
economic sphere, between what some people can comprehend and use to their 
advantage and what others cannot: consider exotic financial instruments such as 
subprime derivatives, for instance. Operating in such exhilarating if confusing 
emergent media environments, mass persuasion continues to influence people’s 
beliefs and actions in ways that merit careful examination. Face-to-face models 
of communication are inadequate for understanding how propaganda works 
today, although of course feelings of intimacy can be easily conveyed online. 
The increasing difficulty of pinpointing the origins, causality, and agency of 
widely disseminated information makes it all the more imperative to attempt 
to trace the webs of power and capital that make up what has been called the 
“the network society.”   11    We upload and watch, we read and post, we google 
and are spammed, becoming relays along these networks in ways that blur the 
distinction between the production and the consumption of information. To the 
extent that ordinary citizens are caught up by and occupy force fields of mass 
persuasion, propaganda matters and will continue to matter.     

 Abstract propositions remain just that unless they are put to the test. Although the 
twenty-two original essays that make up this collection are diverse in subject matter and 
approach and were written without a single controlling agenda, they do engage many of 
the ideas put forward in our introduction. While each presents a self-contained argu-
ment, we grouped them (in sets of seven or eight) into three overarching units or sec-
tions designed to give the volume as a whole a distinct shape: Histories and Nationalities 
(part I), Institutions and Practices (part II), and Th eories and Methodologies (part III) . 
As with our propositions, this scheme of organization is also meant to be heuristic and 
provisional, taking into account the complexity and richness of propaganda studies as 
an interdisciplinary fi eld of inquiry. 

 In keeping with our volume’s deep commitment to historical contextualizing, we 
begin  our fi rst section of essays with Pope Gregory XV’s  Inscrutabili Divinae  (1622), 
fully translated from Latin into modern English for the fi rst time by Th omas and Maria 
Teresa Prendergast. Th is papal bull is crucial because it introduced the word “propa-
ganda” to refer to the spreading of divine truth to the faithful. As the incisive commen-
tary accompanying the translation indicates, the key term and its cognates move back 
and forth between older meanings that suggest the activity of conquest and extending 
territory with newer connotations that gesture toward ideology and persuasion. Even 
though propaganda would shift  to more secular politics during the French Revolution, 
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its profound grounding in religious indoctrination would continue to resonate well into 
the nineteenth century, as Marcus Wood demonstrates in his essay comparing North 
American and Brazilian antislavery polemics. Focusing on the distinctly exhibitionist 
features of Brazilian verbal and visual abolitionism, Wood reveals how such rhetoric 
worked by a striking combination of fetishism, martyrology, and syncretic religion. 
Post slavery , the relation between propaganda and race is explored by Bill Mullen, who 
argues that African American intellectuals such as W.E.B. Du Bois in the early part of 
the twentieth century understood the role of writing to be inherently propagandistic in 
order to challenge white supremacist thought and practice around the globe. 

 Th e necessary blurring between art and propaganda that Du Bois embraced to pro-
mote black internationalism fi nds a contemporaneous parallel in Bolshevik eff orts to 
advance social realism during the 1920s and 1930s. As Elizabeth Papazian argues in her 
essay analyzing Dziga Vertov’s fi lm  Th ree Songs of Lenin , culture under Stalin was con-
ceived as an all-encompassing transformative project aspiring to construct a new Soviet 
subject, at once enlightening and controlling its citizens. In the 1930s a program of cul-
tural indoctrination by saturation was also conducted by the Nazis, whose propaganda 
campaign against the Jewish enemy was not simply a case of convenient scapegoating, 
as Jeff rey Herf demonstrates, but absolutely central to German National Socialist ideol-
ogy. Mind control takes on a diff erent valence aft er World War II in the United States, 
with anxieties about brainwashing permeating debates about mass persuasion in rela-
tion to an emerging public relations industry. Th ese anxieties were at the heart of Cold 
War psycho-politics, as Priscilla Wald explores in her essay discussing the novel and fi lm 
versions of  Th e Manchurian Candidate . Th e Cold War also saw in the sphere of foreign 
relations the emergence of “public diplomacy,” a euphemistic coinage introduced in the 
1960s as a kind of soft  propaganda that sought to shape and direct America’s image and 
infl uence abroad, according to Nicholas Cull, who traces the development of institu-
tions and agencies dedicated to American public diplomacy in the last four decades of 
the twentieth century. Public diplomacy, both domestic and international, has recently 
become a key concern for contemporary China as well, argues Gary Rawnsley in his 
essay. In the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre, Chinese leaders have 
become more conscious about trying to formulate a coherent and consistent set of mes-
sages about their country. 

 Th ese diverse geographies and cultures of propaganda take root in a variety of prac-
tices and institutions from book distribution to fi lmmaking and from churches to 
schools, as our second section of essays explores. In some cases, the means for instill-
ing beliefs and values are as simple as a classroom blackboard and some chalk. But, 
as Craig Kridel shows in his essay tracing a series of pedagogic debates in the United 
States, this apparent simplicity belies a complex history that extends back to John 
Dewey’s writing on public schooling in the 1930s. Recognizing that a teacher’s impo-
sition of values is unconscious and that indoctrination is oft en an unavoidable aspect 
of education, Progressives and subsequent reformers deliberated the degree to which 
schools should or should not promote a particular worldview intended to produce 
well-adjusted citizens. So effi  cient did books and other educational material seem for 

00_Castronovo_Intro_00.indd   1300_Castronovo_Intro_00.indd   13 10/1/2013   4:25:13 PM10/1/2013   4:25:13 PM



14   jonathan auerbach and russ castronovo

fostering democratic values that the U.S. government distributed fi ft y million volumes 
worldwide during the 1950s alone. Trysh Travis contextualizes this staggering statistic 
in her examination of the professional “bookmen” of the Cold War who peddled books 
internationally as a way of conveying democratic ideas that might counter the infl uence 
of Soviet ideology. Shift ing from the dissemination of print to the spread of propaganda 
across the airwaves, the next essay by Michele Hilmes focuses on radio broadcasting in 
the fi rst half of the twentieth century. Her analysis of the origins of the Voice of America 
and the BBC’s Empire Service points to the need for reexamining conventional defi ni-
tions of communications practice, objectivity, and documentary form. 

 Cinema made the tense relationships between documentary and propaganda still 
more fraught and uncertain. Examining Bolshevik propaganda during the Russian Civil 
War, John MacKay describes how the fi lming of the forcible exposure of the suppos-
edly incorruptible remains of saints supported a militantly atheistic perspective. Even 
though the camera purports to off er objective evidence, Soviet fi lmmakers employed 
visual falsifi cations similar to the ones that they found so contemptible when practiced 
by religious institutions. For Th omas Elsaesser, comparable issues surface in German 
documentary fi lms of the 1930s, which employed the aff ective and rhetorical power of 
cinema to record—as well as shape and manipulate—portraits of urban life including 
factory work, sports, and hygiene. Th ese practices included the techniques of Nazi fascist 
propaganda, which, as Lawrence Samuel contends in his essay, reappeared in American 
advertising and consumer culture of the 1950s. Th e intent was primarily conservative, 
an attempt to “bring order out of chaos,” as public relations expert Edward Bernays put 
it. Yet such propaganda practices could oft en be pleasurable, as Mark Wollaeger reminds 
us. Moving from Freud to theorists of the Frankfurt School, he argues that propaganda 
targets and very frequently satisfi es the needs of modern citizens. No one appreciated 
this appeal of mass persuasion better than novelist James Joyce, who, as Wollaeger 
shows, sought to represent multiple forms of pleasure in an eff ort to mimic but also dis-
rupt propaganda’s persuasive appeal during the era of modernism. 

 Propaganda has been a long-standing concern for theorists as well as artists, educa-
tors, and advertisers, as our third section of essays brings to light. In the immediate wake 
of World War I and the dissolution of the Committee on Public Information (CPI) that 
was set up to promote the war, intellectuals begin seriously contemplating the eff ects 
of propaganda in molding democratic public opinion. Th e inquiry was led by Walter 
Lippmann, whose career as an ardent supporter of President Woodrow Wilson’s adminis-
tration, army propagandist, and subsequently critic of media complicity in censorship is 
carefully traced by Sue Curry Jansen. As Debra Hawhee analyzes in her essay, this explo-
ration of propaganda and its discontents was further pursued in the 1930s (on the eve of 
another world war) by rhetorician Kenneth Burke, whose sophisticated theorizing recast 
the discussion by emphasizing the complex processes of identifi cation between persuad-
ers and those persuaded. A further shift  away from political explanations regarding the 
effi  cacy of propaganda toward psychological and sociological accounts is marked by the 
work of Jacques Ellul, as Randal Marlin examines by focusing on Ellul’s notion of total 
propaganda. Th is concept derived from the French philosopher’s post–World War II 
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anxieties regarding the dominance of technique in modern society, whether democratic 
or totalitarian. More recently literary theorist Paul de Man endeavored to relocate propa-
ganda and its ideological eff ects as centrally an aesthetic question linked to problems of 
reading, as Sara Guyer discusses in her analysis of de Man’s posthumous essay on Joseph 
Goebbels’s misreading of Friedrich Schiller’s misreading of Kant. 

 While it remains challenging to theorize the present, the trio of essays that close our 
volume off er a bracing array of methodological approaches to understanding the role 
of propaganda in shaping contemporary events around the globe. In his examination of 
the 1994 Rwandan genocide, David Yanagizawa-Drott sets out to measure the results of 
state-sponsored propaganda on political violence by statistically correlating “hate radio” 
patterns of dissemination with the literacy rates of various villages within the radio sta-
tion’s broadcast range to understand how education levels might infl uence the recep-
tion of mass media. Megan Boler and Selena Nemorin closely scrutinize the mainstream 
press and Internet coverage of the invasion and occupation of Iraq, as well as the for-
mation, mainly in cyberspace, of a counterpublic sphere responding to and participat-
ing in this new information environment. An implicit question of their analysis is how 
students and critics of propaganda studies might begin to distinguish the methods of 
state-directed misinformation conveyed by corporate media from the tactics employed 
by digital dissenters. In a similar vein, Sahar Khamis, Paul Gold, and Katherine Vaughn 
seek to chart and comprehend the fl uid dynamics of mass persuasion during the “Arab 
Awakening” of 2011, investigating how various actors deploying certain tactics and 
tools (such as social media) within specifi c contexts competed for power. 

 Taken together, the chapters in this volume reveal the endeavor of propaganda studies 
to be varied and confl icting, taking new forms and adapting new practices in response 
to changing geographies, institutions, and histories. Th is set of challenges does more 
than suggest the richness of the fi eld; it suggests its continued relevance for the future.    

    Notes   
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      chapter 1 

 the invention of 
propaganda:  a critical 

commentary on 
and transl ation of 

 inscrutabili  divinae 
providentiae arcano     

    maria teresa prendergast and 
thomas a. prendergast    

                Translation of  Inscrutabili Divinae 
Providentiae Arcano    1       

  Th e Establishment of the Congregation for the  Propagation  ( Propaganda ) of the 
Faith:   2    

 Servant of the Servants of God 
   For the perpetual remembrance of this matter.   

To the Bishops in Christ: We who have been called to govern the offi  ce over which we 
have watched so attentively, and who have used the authority that is granted to us from 
on high (not by our own merit but by inspiration from the Holy Spirit and the unfath-
omable mysteries of the divine providence), recognize—aft er careful study and con-
sideration—that our duty is to lead the wretched and errant sheep back to the folds of 
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Christ, so that they might recognize that they are of the fl ock and pasture of our Lord.   3    
In this way, and with the aid of divine grace, these unhappy sheep will abandon their 
heretical wanderings in evil pastures, and their drinking of deadly, pestilential waters; 
instead, they will turn to the pasture of true Faith, where they may gather wholesome 
teachings and be led to the source of the water of life. 

 And truly who does not understand that all of our care and eff ort has been deter-
mined and inspired by our desire to lead these souls to the church of Christ? Certainly 
God so much desired the salvation of the world that he gave up his Only Son—his Only 
Son—so that he might, by means of the splendor of his glory, the form of his essence, 
the power of his word, and his loving charity redeem his servants—even his errant ser-
vants—ransoming them with his blood. For he emptied himself of himself, taking on 
the form of a servant; in this way he made himself totally subservient, even to death on 
the Cross, to ransom his sheep. 

 Th is unparalleled deed of charity ought to be imitated by all faithful Christians; 
indeed all who have proven to be members of the body of Christ ought to be glorifi ed—
those who respond to God’s words not merely as listeners, but by emulating the deeds of 
our saintly Apostles. For this reason God admonishes us: “Be imitators of Christ, as my 
most beloved children; and walk in love, as Christ has loved us, who has delivered him-
self up for us.”   4    If these words were written to all Christians, how much more are they 
written to those who are, because of the duties of their offi  ce as Bishops, called by Christ 
to guide his Church? 

 And how much more important are these words (with which, through his Prophets, 
God continually warns us), if the shepherds themselves graze while they do not lead 
their fl ocks out to graze, and, what is worse, if, through their neglect, the shepherds do 
not help the weak sheep become strong, nor heal the sick sheep, nor bind their broken 
limbs, nor lead back those who are cast down, nor seek the lost? Th ese words should 
greatly inspire all the Leaders of the Church; above all, those of us who have been chosen 
to lead and direct others. Indeed we exhort and urge not only citizens of the world in 
general but all of God’s Shepherds in particular to follow this course. 

 For this reason God commanded all his Apostles to preach the Gospel to all. Th is task 
was fi rst and primarily given to Peter, who, of all the Apostles, fi rst led the way, and hence 
was given preeminence over all—to him alone did God give the order that he lead his sheep 
to green pastures. And this is why it was that God granted Peter the vision of that vessel—
almost like a sheet—let down from heaven by four corners, within which were seen all 
four-footed creatures, and creeping things of the earth, and fl ying creatures of the sky. And 
then followed a voice, which called out “Rise Peter, slay and devour,” that the work of Peter 
and his successors might be predetermined.   5    For their task was to collect foolish, impious 
men from the four parts of the world into a fl ock, so that, by symbolically killing them—
that is, as if killing off  and devouring their impious practices—they might transform them 
into members of the body of Christ. In this way they might participate in Christ and know 
of Christ, so that, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, they might be transported to the eternal 
pastures, where they might drink freely and inexhaustibly of their delight in God. 

 For one cannot recall without tears these many scattered sheep who have wandered 
from the truth in these calamitous times because they were enslaved by the guiles of 
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Satan and thus never knew the Holy Catholic Church and the sheepfold of Christ. Hence 
it is that, having been moved with compassion for these peoples, we have turned our 
thoughts to the immeasurable multitudes of people who, for so many years, have been 
seized by the most impure madness of the whole race of the Agarens, and, blinded by 
the shadows of liars, have turned to insane errors. We are shaken by pity, perceiving how 
these populous races, turning their backs on the gift s of heaven, have been transformed 
into beasts, and are nourished and  perpetuated  ( propagari ) for the eternal fi res pre-
pared by the Devil and his messengers. 

 Among them are those who have remained righteous—who call on the name of 
Christ; yet even these men have been infected by the poison of these heresies, so that 
very few recognize the truth, and almost all of these—sinners in many things, not just 
one—have wholly turned to sin. 

 While sins are being committed by us, the enemy has sown weeds over the good seeds 
throughout the North, and in this way has spread dreadful infections and has already 
destroyed innumerable souls, provinces, and even kingdoms taken by force from Christ 
and surrendered to tyranny. 

 Th is is why we look back to the vigilance of the shepherds, our predecessors—the 
Roman pontiff s of happy memory, who dedicated themselves to the harvest of souls by 
good works, diligence, and zeal. With this model our successors will be able to follow 
our own work. For this reason we have initiated this undertaking by calling together 
our venerable brothers, the cardinals of the Holy Roman Church, entrusting this work 
to them, so that this work may continue over a long and uninterrupted course of time. 
For this reason, too, we have turned to members of the Curia, and also to those of the 
prelacy, to religious men, and to the Secretary of the Vatican—asking all to congregate 
initially into one group, so as to come together and be vigilant over this matter of great 
seriousness. Because, for this work to be done as excellently as possible, all must meet 
face to face with myself once a month, and, further, at least twice a month in the dwelling 
place of an elder of the congregation. In this way they may know all and individual mat-
ters pertaining to the purpose of propagating ( propagandam ) the faith in the whole 
world; then all are to meet again in the aforementioned place of congregation to report 
back to me the important matters that have been discussed. Certainly they should dis-
cuss the remaining matters among themselves and settle them with prudence among 
themselves. Let them oversee all the missions for the proclamation and teaching of the 
Gospel and Catholic doctrine, and let them appoint the necessary agents for this work. 

 We also impart and grant to this congregation in advance—by means of our apostolic 
authority—full and liberal powers, means, and permission to take on each and every 
relevant, specifi c and distinct matter that will need to be inquired into, managed, dealt 
with, acted upon, and carried out. And truly a matter of such importance should be 
speedily advanced; hence we command that—beyond funds from our personal treasury 
and funds collected from the faithful—those who carry out this work should also be 
funded from reserves in our Apostolic Camera. In this way, we will continue to support 
this work in the future. And, furthermore, we command that the people who carry out 
this work report back to this Holy See of ours; hence we free this group fully from all 
other duties, as they are expressed in writing. 
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 Now, the cardinals, whom I place in charge over this holy work, are as follows:

  Anthony Sauli of Ostia, Edward Farnesi of Saint Sabina, Octavius Bandinus of 
Praeneste, Bishops; Francis de Surdis of Saint Praxedis, Maff eo Barberini of Saint 
Honuphrius, John Garzias Millinus of the Church of the Quatuor Coronatorum, 
Casper Borgia of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem, Robert Ubaldi of Saint Alexius, 
Scipio [Cobellutius] of Saint Susanna, Peter Valerius of the Blessed Saviour in Lauro, 
Itelius Frederick de Zolleren of Saint Lawrence Panisperna, Louis Ludovisi of Saint 
Mary’s Transpontinae, and Francis Sacratus, cardinal-Priests. Th e prelates are: our 
beloved son, John Baptist Vives, referendary of both our Signaturas, and John Baptist 
Agucchi, our Secretary and Notary of the Apostolic See, and Dominic a Jesu Maria, 
Professor and Vicar-General of the Order of the Discalced Carmelites. Francis 
Ingoli, priest of Ravenna, Doctor of Both Laws, has been appointed secretary by us.   6      

 In order for the congregation to be perpetually strong, enduring, and effi  cacious for 
all eternity—including those who observe this group and those who in the future will 
fi rmly and continually observe it—we affi  rm that this group ought itself to be observed 
by others. And that, in this way and in no other way through any other Judges whatso-
ever—regular or appointed—it is only by the Causarum Palatii Apostolici Auditores   7    
and by the cardinals of the Most Holy Roman Church that these issues should be taken 
up and considered; those issues considered to be trivial and inane should be considered 
diff erently from intelligent and signifi cant cases. 

 Th ese issues should be considered in themselves, not withstanding any other issues 
associated with them, whatever they might be: whether they be by nature, by apostolic 
succession, by private statute, by privilege, by dispensations, or by ecclesiastical letter; 
whether they be by congregation, society, or custom, under whatsoever course or form, 
and by whomever it might be—even by repeal of a law, by other legally valid writings, 
by unusual and lesser clauses, by other decrees by rank or type, or all others—and by all 
other earlier expressions to the contrary howsoever lawful, sanctioned, and renewed. 

 Th ese decrees will hold for all and sundry of these points, by the matter contained therein 
in entirety, having been clearly expressed and inserted correctly to the word, enduring by 
their own integrity, notwithstanding all other claims to the contrary, unless we distinctly 
and clearly modify these decrees. Th erefore it is forbidden—to all who are rash enough 
to consider changing these decrees—to attempt to change this text of ours, either by com-
missions or commendations of good will or by votes, or by decrees, grants, impartitions, or 
amendments. Should anyone presume to attempt such amendments, that person will be 
the object of the wrath of God Omnipotent, and of his Apostles, Saints Peter and Paul. 

 Dated in the year of the Incarnation of our Lord of one thousand six hundred and 
twenty two, in the tenth day of the month of July, in the second year of our papacy in 
Rome, at the basilica of Saint Maria Maggiore. 

 Paul Felicianus. 
 Secretary of Ursinus 

 Registered by the Vatican Secretary of State  
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    Critical Commentary on  Inscrutabili 
Divinae Providentiae Arcano    

 In 1621, the aging and ailing cardinal Alessandro Ludovisi was elected pope, taking on 
the name of Gregory XV. His awareness that his health was failing (he died two years 
later), combined with an increasing awareness that “multitudes” of Catholics were turn-
ing to Protestantism, led to the appearance of the bull, “Inscrutabili,” completed in early 
January 1622.   8    Th is bull established the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith 
( Congregatione de Propaganda Fide ) as a powerful and highly infl uential department 
within the Curia that developed branches in sites as diverse as Mexico, Sweden, Russia, 
and Jamaica soon aft er Gregory’s death. By establishing this enormous administrative 
entity, the Pope and his Curia recognized that the goal of “the propagation of our faith 
to the entire world” could no longer be left  to smaller commissions, like the one estab-
lished earlier by Pope Gregory XII. Such commissions were impermanent, restricted to 
individual nations, and inevitably dependent on the personal zeal of individual popes. 
Th e bull institutionalized the propagation of the faith and formalized two major mis-
sionary goals: win back Catholics who had turned to Protestantism—“the enemy,” who 
“throughout the North,” “has sown weeds over the good seeds”; and bring those into the 
fold who “never knew the Holy Catholic Church.” In pursuing these two major goals, 
the Pope not only brought new energies to the Counter Reformation but, inadvertently, 
turned the quite neutral term  propaganda  (spreading, extending, conquering, or giving 
birth to) into something akin to its modern meaning of actively spreading one’s ideo-
logical truths to those who are either ignorant of these truths or allied to other, quite 
opposed, truths. 

 Not surprisingly, the writers of the document employed Biblical precedent and typol-
ogy to substantiate these aims by turning to the fi gure of Christ and to Biblical history 
before Christ.   9    Th e main vehicle for these fi gurative and prefi gurative readings is that 
of the “Pastor Bonus” or the Good Shepherd. Th e fi gure is, of course, familiar from a 
number of diff erent locations in the Bible, but is especially evident in the gospel of John 
(John 10). Here, Christ identifi es himself as the shepherd who, unlike the hireling, cares 
for his fl ock. Th e Papal bull uses such references to suggest that “all of God’s shepherds” 
themselves need to follow the model of Christ by tending to their scattered fl ock. As this 
typological reading is developed, the document takes on something of a hectoring tone, 
turning to the prophet Ezekiel’s critique of the leaders of Israel. Gregory’s bull does not 
quite castigate the leaders of the Church in the same way that Ezekiel critiqued the lead-
ers of Israel for being self-indulgent and negligent shepherds, but he does paraphrase 
Ezekiel 34:2 in the beginning of the bull (“Woe to the shepherds of Israel, that feed 
themselves: should not the fl ocks be fed by the shepherds?”). Th e writers of the docu-
ment thus suggest that the creation of the Congregation is, at the very least, belated, and 
that the Catholic prelacy has neglected its pastoral duty. Th is bull, then, is presented as a 
corrective to what Gregory suggests is the laxness of Catholic prelates, whose excessive 
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confi dence in the strength of the Catholic Church—and hence lack of careful vigilance 
of its people—was at least indirectly responsible for the growth of Protestantism. 

 Given the exhortative, missionary rhetoric of the document, it is tempting to see in 
this pastoral metaphor the seeds of the modern understanding of the word “propa-
ganda” itself—but, as is apparent even from a preliminary reading of the document, 
 propaganda  does not quite have the same force that it very quickly obtained. Th e word 
 propaganda  as it appears here is a gerundive form of the Latin word  propagare,  a verb 
that had several connotations in Latin. It could mean “to propagate or generate,” or, 
by extension, it could mean “to increase, enlarge.” It appears to have been most oft en 
used by Cicero (whose works were a strong component of Renaissance Latin educa-
tion) to signify “conquest” or spreading one’s territory out into new areas. All of these 
meanings are, of course, relevant to a document that was created to support a rebirth 
of Catholicism throughout the world by spreading its message to all known territories. 
Th ese connotations remind us that  propagare  was still very much an active verb with a 
number of possible connotations. But perhaps equally signifi cant is the fact that it was 
not common. It seems to have been carefully chosen by the Pope, or one of his writers, to 
add to the sense of a religious Crusade implied in its frequent association with “bellum” 
by Cicero. 

 In its gerundive form, however, the term  propaganda  carries some of the qualities of 
a noun, hence signifying literally “the act of spreading” (or “propagating” or “conquer-
ing”). Signifi cantly this form of  propagare  appears twice in the document—once at the 
head of the bull (as a feminine ablative, singular), and later, well into the document, 
where it is used to describe the administrative purpose and tasks of the committee. Th e 
second time, the quite similar word is  propagandam  (feminine, accusative, singular). It 
is in these two expressions, then, that the term comes closest to having a fi xed, nominal 
meaning that carries some of the connotations of its modern meaning. Interestingly, 
this second instance appears in the phrase “ ad Fidem in universo Mundo propagandam 
pertinentia ” (“pertaining to the purpose of propagating the faith in the whole world”). 
It is here that the document codifi es the purposeful nature of  propaganda  in a sentence 
that speaks to the establishment of the administrative and bureaucratic identity of the 
Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith.   10    It is at this moment in the text that Pope 
Gregory moves from metaphorical associations of prelates with shepherds to the practi-
calities of the work of the Congregation, as he goes on to address when, where, and how 
oft en the committee should meet, as well as who its members should be. 

 Both times that  propaganda  appears in its gerundive form, then, it has strong admin-
istrative associations—as if the Pope and his writers wished to associate the term with 
this one particular missionary and bureaucratic body. Elsewhere, however—when the 
word appears as the present passive infi nitive  propagari  (to be perpetuated, increased)—
it takes on the more common, neutral connotations of the time; hence it can be used 
to express the work of Protestants as well as that of Catholics. Equally clear is the fact 
that the word  propagari  accompanies the far darker, more ominous language that 
emerges when the focus of the document turns from those who have never known 
Christianity to those who have been led away from Catholicism by Protestant ministers 
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and missionaries. In this section, which recalls “the immeasurable multitudes of people 
who have been seized by the most impure madness of the whole race of the Agarens,” the 
document uses the term “ propagari ” to suggest that entire nations are nourished ( ali ) 
and generated for the eternal fi res of hell. Th e passage seems to refer to Psalm 82, which 
mentions the Agarens—a loose confederation of Arab tribes—as enemies of Israel (the 
reference links this document with both the earlier Papal crusades and the Spanish 
 reconquista  of Catholicism from Turkish and Arabic Islam). As is common in the Old 
Testament, the text calls down the wrath of God upon the enemy, in this case praying 
that the Agarens be consumed by fi re. In Gregory’s bull, however, it is clearly the modern 
embodiment of the Agarens—Protestantism—that is leading God’s people to the fi res 
of hell. 

 But why the use of the passive voice in  propagari ? Its use here suggests that the real 
problem inheres in the mysterious, diabolical agency that actually alters humanity, 
making it bestial—fi t only for the eternal fi res of the devil. By extension, blame falls not 
on all Protestants but rather on Protestant leaders and missionaries, whose spreading of 
“insane errors” compels Catholics to abandon their faith. It is very clear, then, that the 
Church understood  propagari  as an activity that existed not only within, but also outside 
of the Church. It could, in other words, be profoundly good—a tool that would enable 
the shepherd to lead his sheep back to the fold—or it could be terribly malicious, leading 
nations ( nationes ) to renounce their humanity. Whether it be in its associations with the 
Crusades or in the intent to counter the work of the Reformation, there is no doubt that 
the Church was thinking territorially here—of conquering or reconquering souls and 
territories that had been conquered by the Protestants. 

 We are prepared for the darker implications of  propagari  slightly earlier in the docu-
ment, when the language shift s radically and peculiarly from the metaphor of the Good 
Shepherd to the story of Peter’s vision from Acts 10. In this vision, Peter is told to con-
sume the beasts that he is shown, even though they are purportedly unclean. Quoting 
from the Bible here, “ Surge Petre, occide, et manduca ” (“Rise Peter, slay and devour”), the 
writer deploys animality as a sign of misunderstanding the word of Christ—a misun-
derstanding so severe that the errant must be sacrifi ced and eaten. Such a vision might 
be seen as grotesque, yet it fi ts in well with the idea of the  Corpus Mysticum —the mysti-
cal body of Christ that is the Church, along with the Catholic Church’s insistence on 
transubstantiation: the belief that, each time Catholics partake in communion, they are 
literally eating the body of Christ, sacrifi ced for all mankind. Th is idea—particularly in 
the context of Acts 10—depends on the notion that the faith needs to be actively brought 
to the Gentiles as well as the Jews. Metaphorically, this propagation of the faith can only 
be achieved if the Gentiles are incorporated into the  Corpus Mysticum . Th e story, then, 
is transformed from a lesson about the need to incorporate the Gentiles into the early 
Church, into a lesson that the Church needs to incorporate into itself all who occupy 
the position of Gentiles—whether it be those who have never known Catholicism or 
those who have turned away from it. In this way, unbelievers are not destroyed like chaff ; 
instead, their impious practices are devoured by the Church and they are transformed 
into members of the body of Christ. However, even as  propagari  is associated with the 
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loss of Catholic souls,  propaganda  speaks to the institution that will bring these souls 
back to the universal Church. 

 Gregory ends the exordium by recalling the parable of the Wheat and the Tares from 
Matthew 13. In recollecting how “the enemy” has sown weeds among the wheat, espe-
cially (as we have seen) in the regions to the North, he specifi es the extent to which 
Protestantism has driven the formation of the Congregation. He also echoes the agricul-
tural metaphor of planting and harvest, a metaphor that he used to illuminate the fate of 
the Agarens, who, like the weeds, have grown up with the good seed but, in the end, will 
become like chaff —burned in the furnaces of fi re that are reserved for the wicked at the 
end of Time. Yet, as Gregory had suggested earlier, the true enemies are not Protestants 
themselves. Th e rationale for the creation of the Congregation is that those who are mis-
led need to be led back to the Church. And thus, aft er invoking the apocalyptic idea of 
the everlasting fi res, Gregory returns to what has been central in the bull—the ability 
of the good shepherd to protect and lead the souls of his fl ock back to the fold. Gregory 
suggests, in fact, that we need only look to the past, “our predecessors,” who were vigi-
lant shepherds and who were dedicated to the “harvest of souls” in order to project for-
ward to those who follow “us.” “Propaganda,” then, takes on a timeless quality, even, as 
it is clear that the word is being used in a relatively new way—an attempt to “propagate” 
the faith in order to “increase” the faithful.    

      Notes   

       1  .   Bullarium Pontifi cium Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide  (Rome: Collegii Urbani, 
1839–41), 1:  26. Th is is a close—but not fully literal—translation. To translate this text 
into twenty-fi rst-century English, we have changed many capitalized letters to lowercase 
letters; created paragraph breaks; turned many of the passive constructions to active 
constructions, modernized idiomatic phrases; and—while maintaining the spirit of  copia  
that characterizes this document—have trimmed out a few of the pleonasms. We are 
grateful to Joshua Binus, whom we consulted as we worked on this translation and who 
made many helpful suggestions. We are also grateful to Josephine Shaya for her help and 
suggestions.   

       2  .  We have placed versions of the Latin word “propaganda” in bold every time it appears in 
the translated text.   

       3  .  Since the Pope employs the “royal we,” the pronouns “we,” “our,” and “us” sometimes signify 
“I,” “my,” or “me,” sometimes signify “we,” etc., and sometimes are employed ambiguously 
to signify the Pope, the Curia, and/or the cardinals.   

       4  .  Ephesians 5:1–2. (Th e version of the Bible being referred to here and elsewhere in the text 
would have been the Clementine Vulgate.)   

       5  .  Acts 10:13.   
       6  .  Th is list of names is quoted verbatim from the partial translation of this document by 

Joseph A. Griffi  n, 80–82.   
       7  .  Judges for cases brought before the Vatican.   
       8  .  Much of the actual undertaking of the project was directed by Gregory’s nephew, the 

cardinal Ludovico Ludovisi.   
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       9  .  Although papal bulls represent themselves as being written by the Pope, very rarely were 
they solely draft ed by the Bishop of Rome.   

       10  .   Ad  plus an accusative gerundive indicates purpose.      
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          chapter 2 

 brazilian and north 
american sl avery 

propagandas:  some 
thoughts on difference    

    marcus wood    

              In 1886, the height of the popular abolitionist movement in São Paulo, Brazil, the suf-
ferings of the slave were articulated in the form of a complicated popular improvised 
ritual. Antonio Bento, a solipsistic abolitionist propagandist of genius, a mystic, and 
the self-styled “fantasm of abolition,” combined the objects of slave torture, the repre-
sentation of the crucifi xion, the religious enthusiasm and sentimentality of the Paulista 
crowd, and more than a hint of Afro-Brazilian syncretism to produce a propagandistic 
gallimaufry that highlights exactly how diff erent Brazilian slavery propaganda could be 
from that of the Anglo-American tradition. A slave, who had recently been tortured 
almost to death, wrapped in chains, and wearing a punishment collar, staggered at the 
head of a mass procession through the center of the then-expanding but still relatively 
small coff ee town of São Paulo. Th e chained slave moved forward before a vast and pecu-
liarly decorated chariot on which stood Bento in the religious costume he had designed 
for himself. Th e scene was witnessed by the abolitionist Antônio Manoel Bueno de 
Andrade, who left  the following account:

  Between the platforms of the saints, suspended on long staff s, appeared instruments 
of torture; iron collars, chains, yokes, whips, etc. In front, beneath the livid image 
of Christ crucifi ed, walked the unfortunate slave, numb and tottering. Never have 
I  attended such a sad and suggestive ceremony. Th e impression on the city was 
profound! Th e police did not dare to impede the march of the popular mass. Th e 
multitude followed silently. All felt deeply moved except the unfortunate martyred 
black man, who was maddened by his pain.   1     
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Th ere could be no more explicit propagandistic fusion of the suff ering of the slave, 
with the suff ering of Christ and his martyrlogical followers. Th e integration is spatially 
precise: between each statue of a saint, an object that has been used to torture a slave, 
is suspended. Directly in front of the crucifi ed Christ walks a living, suff ering slave. 
Bento’s process is locked within a variety of performative codes that include the Catholic 
Church’s ritual, the street theater of carnival, and the complicated symbolic fusions that 
energize Afro-Brazilian syncretic cults. Supposedly the exhibition “cooled the moral 
force of the angriest slave holders” and led people to open their homes  en masse  to the 
fugitive slaves fl eeing the coff ee plantations. 

 Why this performance might have had such power relates to a number of issues, 
some of them peculiar to Brazil, but some of them with wider implications for the pro-
pagandistic appropriation of slavery. Brazilian abolition drew, in unexampled ways, on 
the performative and exhibitionistic elements within Brazilian culture. Religion, the-
ater, and carnival formed the ritualistic focae of Bento’s procession because they formed 
the ritualistic focae of the people; in Brazil propaganda emerges as the bedfellow of 
fetishism. Th e intensely fetishistic relationship between Catholic martyrological art, 
and the suff ering of the slave, had been spectacularly exploited in the sadomasochistic 
religious art of the Luso Brazilian Baroque, and in the work of the black slave sculp-
tors Aleijadihho and Francisco Xavier Chagas in particular. Th e fetishistic focus on the 
physical brutalization of the slave body continued to saturate the popular processions 
and performances of the abolitionists. Not only Bento but other abolitionist showmen, 
most notably Jose do Patrocinio, developed a theater of fetishistic cruelty around the 
celebration of the abused slave body. Th ese focae also provide a Brazilian solution to the 
problem of how to humanize the objects of torture, the tools of the torturers. For Bento, 
the Church was central to this process; he hung the sacristy of the Church of his order, 
the Igreja do Nostra Senhora de los Remedios, with objects of slave torture brought in 
from the plantations. Yet his religious organization and his procession are also devel-
oped out of the sorts of narrative and symbolic elisions, which the Catholic Church had 
been working with for centuries. Bento’s essentially Brazilian fusion of objects, artistic 
representations of victims, and exhibition of living slave victims came out of a culture 
that combined performance, exhibitionism, parody, and sincerity in a manner that was 
not echoed in either English or North American abolition propaganda. Th e histori-
ography of Brazilian abolition has habitually attempted to read Brazilian slavery pro-
paganda in terms of how it mirrors the basic structures of preceding Anglo American 
traditions. Frequently, revisionist approaches have had a distorting eff ect on the con-
struction of Brazilian propaganda techniques. Th e role of printed texts in particular has 
been overplayed at the expense of a serious confrontation with the role of popular per-
formative elements and the development of an explicitly Brazilian cultural symbology 
and mythography. 

 It is important to stress how diff erent the organizational and symbolic operations of 
Brazilian abolition propaganda were, particularly in their preparedness to draw on Afro 
Brazilian cultural narratives and syncretic religions and on the extreme emotionalism 
of a variety of performative elements within Brazilian popular cultures. Above all, the 
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energized unrespectability of much Brazilian abolition propaganda performance pos-
sesses a very diff erent timbre from any Anglo American precursors. Brazilian aboli-
tion also embraced a variegated social mix, which, in its range, diff ered from that of 
American abolition in that abolitionist leaders, most spectacularly Bento, Gama and 
Patrocinio, drew their supporters from every level of society. Th ese men were prepared 
to use the skills of miracle painters, votive sculptors, balladeers, and various types of 
merchant and street salesmen to get their message across. Bento famously converted a 
leading tobacco merchant to his Caiphazes order, who then marketed his cigars in aboli-
tionist packaging. Whereas North American abolitionist societies were carefully policed 
and obsessed particularly that slaves and ex-slaves did not puncture their respectable 
public façade, Brazilian abolitionists of Bento’s ilk operated chaotically and even hysteri-
cally, drawing on popular superstition, fi ction, and religion for their symbols and per-
formance styles. Th e spectacular performative antics of Henry Box Brown, which raised 
so many eyebrows in East Coast America, and caused so much consternation within 
abolition circles in England, would not have appeared extreme in São Paulo in the 1870s 
or 1880s and would have been enthusiastically embraced by Bento or Patrocinio.    

      Brazil/America/Slavery/Propaganda   

 Brazil and North America constituted the two biggest, most powerful, and most 
long-lived Atlantic slave systems. Both systems generated extensive and powerful bod-
ies of propaganda, some of it defending slavery, most of it attacking the institutions of 
Atlantic slavery from a variety of abolitionist perspectives. Th ese archives of visual pro-
paganda have, on the one hand, a lot in common, but on the other they have a good deal 
that is completely distinctive. Th e following discussion attempts to think through some 
of the things that separate Brazilian slavery propagandas from the related propagandas 
of North America, by focusing on the most signifi cant of the mass disseminated visual 
propaganda of the period, namely nineteenth-century graphic satire. 

 Th ere are, of course, fundamental social and cultural diff erences in the way slavery 
and abolition operated in Brazil and North America, and these might be seen to account 
for many aspects of the very diff erent slavery propagandas that emerged. Although, as 
will become apparent, I am not trying to provide a historical survey of the American 
and Brazilian slavery propagandas, it may be useful at the outset to block in some of 
the most signifi cant diff erences between the two inheritances in order to explain why 
Brazilian propagandistic responses to slavery are in so many ways unique. First, there 
was no North/South slavery divide in Brazil, let alone the kind of colossal separation 
of slaveholders from non-slaveholders that occurred in America over the course of the 
eighteenth century. Th e intense and confl icting responses to key slavery legislation, and 
the propagandas they generated in the run-up to the Civil War, emphasize the stark 
divisions that had developed in North America between slave and nonslave states by 
the mid-nineteenth century. No such clean divide existed within the Brazilian slave 
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diaspora. Th e debates and explosive visual propaganda generated in the North over 
the Kansas-Nebraska act, the Dred Scott decision, and, fi nally and most violently, the 
Fugitive Slave Law fi nd no equivalent in Brazil at any time. Brazil introduced succes-
sive waves of legislation (most signifi cantly the “Law of the Free Womb” in 1871 and 
the “Law of the Sixty-Five Year Olds,” 1885) that were theoretically supposed to inau-
gurate nationwide moves toward emancipation. Yet response to these limited and com-
promised legal maneuvers was never geographically polarized between free and slave 
states. In Brazil, all states were slave states and Brazilian slavery was not based on a color 
line. Th e long-established and thorough sexual miscibility of the Brazilian population, 
which from the earliest times had involved the interbreeding of Portuguese with blacks 
and with indigenous Indians, and the existence of slave systems across every area of the 
country, and through virtually every form of labor, meant that Brazil was fundamentally, 
and one might even say conceptually, diff erent from America in its slavery inheritance. 

 Second, essential diff erences between the Brazilian and American slave legacies, 
which directly infl ected how and why visual propaganda was produced, relate, as the 
opening example powerfully indicates, to religion. Religion was of course a vital force 
in both slave systems in terms of establishing the form and content of much of the visual 
arts of slavery, yet it functioned very diff erently within the two societies. Th ere was, for 
a start, no mainstream connection between abolition and the Church in Brazil. Brazil 
had no signifi cant evangelical abolitionists; it was a Catholic nation and, as was dem-
onstrated so furiously in the political writings of such abolition luminaries as Joaquim 
Nabuco, Andre Rebouças, and Antonio Bento, and, as we shall see in the print satires of 
Angelo Agostini, the Catholic Church was not merely complicit in slavery but was com-
pletely embedded in the formation and continuation of the authority of the slave power.   2    
Also Brazil had no tradition of literate runaway slaves who could contribute narratives, 
lecture and perform on the abolition circuit, or indeed produce any mainstream propa-
ganda materials that helped the cause of abolition. Th ere are some spectacular excep-
tions to this generalization; Luis Gama is probably the most notable. He was, in formal 
terms, an intensely experimental propagandist, and in his  Primeiras Trovas Burlescas  
used popular verse forms and the rhetoric of the law to devastating eff ect. Certainly the 
physical manifestations of slave resistance fi nally embodied in mass exodus from the 
coff ee plantations became increasingly signifi cant in hastening the offi  cial abolition of 
slavery. Yet Brazilian slavery, when compared to North America, did not generate a slave 
narrative tradition, and I shall be discussing some of the propagandistic implications of 
this fact later on.   3    

 Th ird—and most crucially—Brazil did not have the same broad-based propagandis-
tic dependency on the printed word, whether in the form of newspapers, satiric prints, 
novels, or poetry, that North America did. Th is priority of the visual over the printed 
word was partly owing to the technological lack of development and the low levels of lit-
eracy in Brazil in the second half of the nineteenth century. Yet it was also a result of the 
endemic popularity of distinctive oral, politico-religious, and performative traditions. 
Popular print culture in Brazil had an intensely visual base. Even in the late nineteenth 
century, there was still a vibrant tradition of illustrated ballad and broadside literature, 
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forms that had long died out in Europe and North America. Th e mass-produced “cordel” 
literature that was endemic in urban centers of the North East constituted what was 
basically the survival of a chapbook tradition that had always been intensely politicized. 
Th e small primitive pamphlets, folded out of a single large sheet, crudely sewn up with 
a single string, and carrying striking and oft en hand-colored woodcut illustrations and 
texts composed in popular ballad forms, had been a staple of entertainment for the poor 
since the early eighteenth century. Cordel literature, which remains popular to this day 
in Bahia and Pernambuco, recycled ancient folk tales, tales of miracles and martyrdom, 
sex scandals, and murders and celebrated contemporary criminals, especially famous 
bandits and  malandros . Abolitionists saw the potential of the cordel form and harnessed 
this vibrant visual medium to bring notorious cases of slave abuse before the public in 
the 1870s and 1880s, and to advertise as latter-day saints abolition celebrities including 
Castro Alves, Andre Rebouças, and Joaquim Nabuco. Indeed abolition leaders had their 
images marketed in various ingenious ways, which incorporated propaganda and emer-
gent cutting-edge forms of product advertising. Nabuco was featured on the packag-
ing of numerous brands of beer and cigars that had been named aft er him (  Figure 2.1  ). 
       Here, for example, he appears, advertising a new brand of cigar, the ingeniously coined 
“Nabuquistas,” and fl anked and simultaneously displayed by two sexy topless blonds, on 
a Fabrica Susana cigar packet sold in Pernambuco in the 1870s. Th e back of the pack car-
ried a rampant lion symbolizing “Liberdade” or “Liberty” for the slaves. An enormous 
variety and volume of such abolition product advertising has survived in the Fundação 

 
   figure 2.1    Anon., “Nabuquistas,” Fabrica Susana cigar packet, colored lithograph, Pernambuco, 
 c .1870. Joaquim Nabuco Foundation.   
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Joaquim Nabuco, and it testifi es to the fact that this was a carefully orchestrated and 
genuinely popular wing of abolition publicity in the North East of Brazil. 

 Brazilian illustrated periodical literature, as will become apparent in the following dis-
cussion of the print milieu in which Angelo Agostini operated, also allowed woodcut and 
lithographic imagery to dominate in a manner that clearly indicated that it could cater to 
a semiliterate or even illiterate audience. Th e richly illustrated periodical literature that 
came out in the provincial areas of Recife and Bahia incorporated remarkably crude yet 
polemically forceful lithographic prints. Th e radical Bahian abolition periodical  A Faisca 
 ( Th e Spark ) contained spectacular whole-sheet prints that frequently required no accom-
panying text in order to be understood and that oft en drew on local fl ora, fauna, and social 
customs to make their satiric points. A typical example would be the following: a fantastic 
assault on the literal slothfulness of Brazilian abolition legislation (  Figure 2.2  ).        Th is unti-
tled front-page lithograph from 1886 showed a giant three-toed sloth, with a white man’s 
face, awkwardly signing the “Cartas de Liberdade,” or emancipation papers, of Brazil’s 
slaves. Th e satiric argument is made with striking economy by incorporating a particularly 
symbolically charged creature from Brazil’s rain forests and jungle. Brazil possessed musi-
cal and theatrical popular cultures that allowed political messages to be spread among the 
people without the aid of the printing press. Castro Alves fi rst reached a mass audience 
as “the poet of the slaves” not through printed editions of his work but through recitals to 
mass crowds in theaters in Salvador and Rio de Janeiro. Th eater, carnival, and the survival 
and development of communal African-evolved religious, ceremonial, and dance forms 
led to a plethora of performance environments that allowed the cultural inheritance of 
slavery to be explored in unique ways. Conversely, Brazilian abolition publication was 
primarily a white patriarchal aff air, and, compared to North America, had virtually no 
textual input from slaves and ex-slaves. Closely related to the issue of patriarchal dom-
inance, women did not constitute a major element within the slavery debates of Brazil 
as they did in the Northern states of America. Again there are some minor exceptions, 
but it is fair to say that Brazil generated no female propagandistic phenomena equivalent 
to Harriet Beecher Stowe, Lydia Maria Child, or the Grimké sisters, let alone Sojourner 
Truth, Harriet Tubman, or Ellen Watkins Harper. A radical but small-scale female liter-
ary movement did develop around abolition at a relatively late stage up in Pernambuco, 
centerd on Recife.   4    Th ere was also the ecstatic eulogizing of Princess Isabel as the female 
“saviour of the slaves” when she signed the Golden Law in 1888. In reality, Isabel was a 
magnifi cent propagandistic icon, a bejeweled smoke screen that fi nally served to cover up 
the otherwise almost-wholesale exclusion of Brazilian women from the abolition move-
ment.   5    Th ere was in truth no mainstream or lasting contribution by women across Brazil’s 
urban centers to the propagandas of antislavery. Th e reason for this lack can be debated, 
but it basically came out of the manner in which a remarkably dominant patriarchy saw 
to it that, even in the higher classes, Brazilian women were kept uneducated, passive, and 
subservient. Clearly when a slave system and the oppositional cultures it generates are so 
fundamentally diff erent from those of Europe and North America, as were those of Brazil, 
then the form and content of the slavery propagandas that were generated are bound to be 
substantially diff erent as well. 
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 When thinking about what separates both the archives and the legacies of visual slav-
ery propagandas in Brazil and North America, the importance of graphic print satire 
holds a central place. What concerns me in the remainder of this meditation is the extent 
to which the bodies of material to come out of North America and Brazil give insights 
into the distinctive manner in which each of the great surviving slave powers of the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century saw themselves through the ironic and violent lenses 

 
   figure 2.2    Anon., “Cartas de Liberdade,” lithograph on paper,  O Faisca,  Anno. 1, no. 2, 1885.   
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of satiric graphic propagandas. Each slave power imaginatively engaged through prints 
with the slave body, slave abuse, slave masters, and abolition, but their modes of engage-
ment diff ered in many vital essentials. Th e United States and Brazil both generated a 
mass of printed material, in the form of engravings on copper and wood, etchings, and, 
from the 1840s onward, lithographs and photographs that confronted slavery and aboli-
tion from many unpredictable positions. Th e two bodies of work, although they share 
some common elements, sources, and devices, particularly when they take the form of 
abolition propaganda, fi nally emerge as quite radically incomparable with each other. 
Whereas American and Brazilian prints are both ultimately developed out of European, 
and particularly British, graphic, iconographic, and linguistic models, which go back a 
very long way, what they do with their shared inheritance is strikingly individual. Both 
the substance and the implications of these diff erences form the central theme in the 
remainder of this analysis. As I will be arguing, it was the ability of the Brazilian prints to 
get under the skin of slavery and to explore the intimate sides of the social life of slaves 
and masters, and their preparedness to incorporate aesthetic qualities drawn from the 
new reproductive technologies of photography, which made their work new. 

 Within Britain, the basic languages of mass-produced graphic satire, rooted in cari-
cature, parody, animalization, infantilization, sexuality, and scatology, had been devel-
oped with unique energy and imagination during what is referred to by art historians as 
“the Golden age of print satire.” Th is “age” came to maturity during the American War 
of Independence and ended in the early 1820s. Th e etchings of James Gillray, Th omas 
Rowlandson, Robert Newton, and the three Cruikshanks, Isaac, Robert and George, 
were mass produced, avidly consumed across a surprisingly wide social range, and 
exerted a lasting impact on how processes of empire and enslavement would be popu-
larly imagined, fi rst in Europe and then in the Americas.   6    Th ese artists and their follow-
ers developed methods of social commentary and critique, and evolved graphic devices 
to encode gender, nation, race, and violence, which had lasting implications and practi-
cal eff ects on how slavery was to be imagined in the print propagandas of the Americas. 
Neither North America nor Brazil had really developed a domestic visual print mar-
ket by the time the work of the English masters had come and gone. Yet in the ensuing 
decades of the nineteenth century, as the production of pro- and antislavery propagan-
das in both countries became an increasingly big issue, when slavery and slaves were 
taken up in political prints, they were subjects that had already been experimented 
with, in mass-produced and highly complicated visual propagandas, since the 1780s in 
Britain, and to a lesser extent in France. Whereas North American nineteenth-century 
satiric visual propaganda looked to the formal functionalism and imaginative surreal 
extremity of the British single-sheet etching tradition, Brazilian print satire and the 
work of Angelo Agostini in particular looked also to France.   7    Th e pervading infl uence 
of French culture and art on the intellectual elite of Brazil, especially in the wake of the 
Francophilia exhibited by the emigrant court of the Portuguese king Dom João VI in 
the early nineteenth century, led to caricature in Brazil from the 1830–1860 period 
being increasingly infl ected by French models and, in the area of stone lithography, by 
Daumier in particular. Because of the intimate links between Britain and the emerg-
ing American nation, the impact of English styles of print satire had been strong at the 
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time of the Revolutionary War and it endured.   8    In fact, British print propagandas during 
the Revolutionary War were largely sympathetic to the grievances and activities of the 
colonists; the Americans were seen as bullied victims, if not persecuted martyrs. British 
graphic satire had a tradition of defending the underdog and ridiculing authority, and, 
as the War developed, the hypocrisies and confusion of British politicians, and the blun-
dering of the military in an unpopular and badly managed colonial war, became familiar 
subjects.   9    It was at this point also that African Americans fi rst tentatively entered the 
graphic satire of the Americas. As abolition became an established political subject from 
the 1830s onward, American print satirists increasingly conducted a dialogue with ear-
lier English prints focused on the representation of liberty and of the black slave body.   10    
Although the prints produced in the last two decades of American slavery, and gener-
ated mainly out of the North, were produced in the new reproductive form of litho-
graphs, they looked back in their content and methods to this Old World body of work.   11    

 Unlike Brazil, North America did not throw up any prolifi c graphic or social sati-
rists of genius. North America harbored and nurtured no equivalent to either Angelo 
Agostini or Jean Baptiste Debret. Th ere is no body of focused high-quality graphics by 
outstanding visual artists, anchored in the subtle analysis of the political architectures 
or the social intimacies, generated under the slavery systems of the United States. In 
place of such a tradition, North America features a technically shift ing and formally 
unstable propagandistic archive.   12    Th e vast majority of the prints were produced in the 
Northern states and stretch over a period of almost exactly a century, although it is not 
until the second decade of the nineteenth century that a large volume of prints devoted 
exclusively to the subject of blacks, enslavement, and liberty starts to appear. All this 
work comes at the subject of slavery through a set of political agendas and ideological 
fi lters that refl ect political and social biases, which are infl ected primarily by the rela-
tion of the North to the South. Almost always, the slave appears as a stereotypical and 
frequently as an abstracted entity, as a political ingredient within the larger mix of the 
metaphorics of political dispute created by the increasingly divided antebellum Union. 
Viewed as a whole, American graphic satire up to 1865 treats the black body accord-
ing to a set of rather brutal and coarse codes. As an entity within these visual propa-
gandas, black males and females emerge as inevitably ideologically passive, physically 
comic and grotesque, sexually libidinous, and as not only problematic but as basically 
a problem or conundrum, to which the hard-put North must evolve solutions. Th ese 
slaves exist in an imagined world of exaggerated Southern bestiality and barbarism. 
For the most part, the slave body seems to be envisioned merely as a catalyst to enable 
Northern fantasies, which demonize the Southern slave power, in all its depravity and 
aristocratic pretension. 

 Diminution and marginalization are the typical elements used to encode the slave 
body in the majority of slave satires, where the “peculiar institution” appears as a phe-
nomenon that the Northern free states must be forced to absorb. Th ere are countless 
examples that approach the slave body in this context, and there is only space here to 
give one detailed example. Th e idea that the slaves, as a physical reality, constituted 
an unwelcome food source that must be forcibly consumed by the North, became a 
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popular metaphor. Th e concept was taken to its propagandistic limit in the violent and 
disturbing extremity of  Forcing Slavery Down the Th roat of a Freesoiler  (  Figure 2.3  ).13 
       Here, it is the debates over the Kansas-Nebraska Act that provide the basis for the satire. 
Th e leading Democrats, President Franklin Pierce and Senator Stephen Douglas, are 
presented as tiny fi gures who attempt to ram an equally diminutive black slave into the 
open mouth of the giant head of a “Freesoiler” (the term used to describe settlers in the 
new territories who opposed slavery’s extension). As is usual in the American politi-
cal prints concerning slavery, caricature is not egalitarian but operates selectively. Th e 
white politicians are all recognizable representations of leading Democrats, whereas the 
“Freesoiler” and the slave are anonymous stereotypes. Th e scene of force feeding has a 
horrifying realism about it, which is paradoxically emphasized by the way it draws in 
destabilizing fantastic elements. 

 Th e dramatic situation alludes directly back to that  urtext  of propagandistic infan-
tilization, the fi rst book of  Gulliver’s Travels . When Gulliver fi rst washes up on the beach 
in Lilliput, he awakes to fi nd himself bound down, top to toe, by the Lilliputians. Even 
his hair has been fastened down, and as he lies prone, the little people lade food and 
drink into his colossal maw. Here the giant Gulliver/Freesoiler has his head violently 
held back by Lewis Cass and James Buchanan, each tugging down on two thick locks 
of the giant’s hair. Th e back of his head rests against raised wooden planks labeled 
“Democratic Platform,” while each plank carries an inscription of a new territory that 

 
   figure  2.3    John L.  Magee,  Forcing Slavery Down the Th roat of a Freesoiler,  lithograph on 
paper.   
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the Democrats supposedly have their eye on for extending American slavery. Not con-
tent with “Kansas” they appear intent on moving into Spanish “Cuba,” and in the wake 
of the Mexican War the whole of “Central America.” Th e narrative and emotional crux 
of the print centers on the equally horrifi ed and agonized responses of the black slave 
and the Freesoiler to the process of oral rape in which they are mutually involved. A bril-
liantly ambiguous speech bubble is placed at the center of the print. It is impossible to 
tell whether the speech emanates from the mouth of the Freesoiler or from the slave who 
is about to dive down his throat. Th e bubble reads “MURDER!!! Help—neighbors help. 
O my poor Wife and Children.” Th e implication is that the process of forcing the black 
slaves into the free territories is going to be ruinous for both the new settlers and the 
slaves alike and that it will result in the destruction of both parties and by implication the 
slave power as well. Th e violence of the scene metaphorically essentializes the very real 
atrocities carried out in Kansas by proslavery factions, although, in fairness, antislavery 
activists, most famously John Brown and his followers, also notoriously contributed to 
the barbarism. As far as the representation of the slave body is concerned, however, this 
print manages to combine just about every element that typifi es the propagandistic con-
struction of blackness. Th e slave is disempowered, passive, consumable, undesirable, 
and irreducibly comic in its suff ering. Black agency is utterly absent. Yet this brutal con-
struction of the slave body as a useful ingredient within an objectifying body of political 
satires should be set off  against other elements within the American graphic archive of 
slavery. Th e visual propaganda created in and around the slave narratives treat the black 
body in more complex and sympathetic ways, which fi nd no echo in Brazil. 

 Th e most spectacular chasm that diff erentiates the American and Brazilian slavery 
propaganda archives is the visual content of the slave narratives, and their accompa-
nying marketing materials within newspapers and emergent print cultures generally. It 
is almost unbelievable, but true, that Brazil produced absolutely no slave narratives as 
such. Th ere is only one surviving published text that has a claim, and not a very good 
claim, to be considered a Brazilian slave narrative, namely the  Biography of Mahommah 
G. Baquaqua, a Native of Zoogoo, in the Interior of Africa,  printed in Detroit, Michigan, 
in 1854. Th e slave narratives not only constituted a textual space that allowed the slave 
a unique opportunity for testimony, confession, and self-expression, but the narra-
tives as a whole also developed an equally charged and varied set of propagandistic 
graphic modes for celebrating the individuality and imaginative life of escaped slaves. 
Although there is not space to look at the sophisticated operations of visual propaganda 
within the American slave narratives here, they should be registered as important in 
the present context because of the manner in which they incorporated a great variety of 
graphic elements that exist in contrast to, and in dialogue with, graphic satire focused 
on the slave body. In other words, U.S. slave narratives generated a largely positive and 
unironic visual propaganda celebrating black agency and self-empowerment. Crucially, 
the ex-slave authors themselves oft en became centrally involved in their own imagis-
tic marketing. Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth are probably the most remark-
able operators in this context, yet numerous other ex-slaves including William Wells 
Brown, Henry “Box” Brown, and William and Ellen Craft  also used visual propaganda 
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to construct sophisticated and evolving self images. Brazil possessed no equivalent to 
the body of visual material generated in and around the slave narratives. It will, how-
ever, be argued below that the development of antislavery satire within the sophisticated 
medium of the emergent illustrated periodical market of the late nineteenth century 
provided another set of options. Brazilian mass-produced graphic imagery and visual 
propaganda, in fact, managed to humanize the slave body in unprecedented ways.   14    
Th e later works of Agostini in particular show how lithography was capable of melding 
the new realist visual codes emanating from photography into the older conventions of 
graphic print satire. Th e result was a wholly new kind of print, which achieved the seem-
ingly impossible by throwing pure old-fashioned symbolism up against the unfl inching 
and unblinking gaze of the camera lens. In the late work of Agostini, action photography 
and the emblem book are brought into a remarkable visual intercourse, and the result is 
one of the most forceful manifestations of visual satiric propaganda ever to have come 
out of Atlantic slavery. 

 Th e graphic culture of Brazil is substantially diff erent in many vital ways from that of 
the American traditions, which were briefl y summarized in the fi rst part of this discus-
sion. It is a generalization, but a true one, to assert that both the English and American 
abolition audiences and the graphic propagandists who serviced them did not look too 
closely into the intimate domestic existence that slavery enforced on everyone living 
within the system. Angelo Agostini was centrally engaged with fi nding ways of articu-
lating intimate relationships. Consequently, he and the print satirists working around 
him in Rio oft en made work that stands in stark relation to the Anglo-American tradi-
tion of graphic satires on slavery. As we have seen, the American prints were increas-
ingly infl ected by a tendency to abstraction and by a crude Negrophobia that has few 
visual analogues in Brazil.   15    In short, the Anglo-American graphic traditions have 
notable limitations when set against the graphic propagandas coming out of Brazil from 
1860 to 1888. English and North American print satires on slavery right through the 
period 1807–1865 remained largely closed to the domestic world of psycho-sexual tur-
moil generated in the human interchanges initiated by slavery. It was as if this space 
was too dark, too confl icted, and just too hard to take into the realm of popular propa-
ganda. Brazilian graphic propaganda did not sheer away from confronting the knowing 
racial propinquities generated by Brazilian slavery systems, and these intimate elements 
are most fully anatomized in the work of Agostini. Gilberto Freyre, when surveying the 
eroticized power politics of Brazilian slavery, famously asserted that “there is no slavery 
without sexual depravity.” 

 I want to end this discussion by thinking about the complexities of Brazilian visual 
propaganda focused on the slave body when violence and depravity are the main sub-
jects. Angelo Agostini is the most crucial of propagandists in this context. He saw slavery 
as generating a language of sexual and sadistic compromise. What is fascinating about 
Agostini’s work is that, although it fl ooded the drawing rooms, taverns, market squares, 
and coff ee houses of nineteenth-century Rio, it demands that the viewer go beyond the 
facile and commonly Manichean extremities on which Anglo-American liberation fan-
tasies are based. At his best, Agostini produces a subtle sociopolitical propaganda that is 
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locked into a critique that suggests that freedom may not be easily expressed or attained 
within slave societies by anyone either before or aft er legally encoded acts of liberation. 
Agostini’s work shares with Joaquim Nabuco’s  Abolicionism  (the most infl uential and 
brilliant propaganda tract generated by Brazilian abolition) a central concern with the 
possibility that the eff ects of slavery may be something that perpetually contaminate 
the societies and populations they dominated and saturated.   16    Emancipation proclama-
tions do not destroy underlying social patterns that continue to condition the outlook 
of ex-slaves and ex-slaveholders alike. With Agostini, we are taken back to Joaquim 
Nabuco’s terrible formulation that under slavery: “ nada é prohibito, ” that is,  “ nothing is 
prohibited. . . .  As a rule the master can do  anything .”   17     

    Angelo Agostini—the Brazilian 
Daumier: Print Satire as a Propaganda on 

the Peripheries of Photorealism   

 Agostini was the preeminent visual propagandist working in Brazil during the latter 
stages of Brazilian slavery. I take a deep breath before writing this, but I think he was 
arguably the greatest visual propagandist in the world in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Born in Italy in 1843, a Piedmontese, and educated signifi cantly in 
France, which was producing the most extreme graphic satire in Europe from the 1840s 
through to the period of the Paris Commune, Agostini arrived in Brazil in 1859. By this 
period, Rio had a fl ourishing lithographic print trade; there were no fewer than thirty 
registered lithographic presses in the capital in 1855.   18    Lithographers were producing 
illustrated technical manuals, prints for the burgeoning foreign tourist market, and 
illustrated periodicals of diff erent sorts, although, unlike North America, there was a 
restricted market for political satire until the 1870s. With political caricature still very 
much in its infancy, Agostini started out in the then quite provincial setting of São Paulo, 
working on a variety of journals including  Diabo Coxo  and  O Cabrião . Th e work he did 
at this time was rather whimsical light-weight social satire, and he had not developed 
the fi erce commitment to black rights and the plight of the Indians that is so evident in 
the later work. He moved to Rio in the late 1860s and reached his mature style during the 
Great War with Paraguay in 1870. Rio in the 1870s saw political satire come alive in the 
illustrated periodical journals. Agostini suddenly found himself surrounded by a host of 
other graphic propagandists, including Candido Aragonez de Faria, Ernesto Augusto de 
Souza e Silva e Rio (who fortunately worked under the sobriquet of Flumen Junius), João 
Pinheiro Guimarães, Pereira Netto, and the Portuguese Pinheiro Bordello, a remark-
ably assured draft sman. A host of more hard-hitting politically satiric journals sprang 
up of which the most signifi cant were  Mephistopheles, O Mequetrefe,  and  O Mosquito .   19    
It was also during this period that Agostini began to produce powerful prints attacking 
the slave power and the Monarchy’s and the Church’s role in supporting slavery, while 
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defending the slaves from physical abuses. Yet not all Agostini’s prints approach slavery 
in a direct political manner. One of the distinguishing features of Agostini as a satirist 
of the Brazilian slave systems lies in the subtlety and range of the social analysis. He 
is prepared to get into unsettling situations and into strangely suspended areas where 
sexuality, authority, the family, and the power relations of slavery within urban domestic 
settings are interrogated at many levels.   20    

 Agostini could do things with slavery, memory, and intimacy that are, quite simply, 
unexampled within the visual archive of Atlantic slavery. Agostini’s experimentation 
comes across as all the more astonishing when it is remembered that he was working 
within an environment for the visual arts that was stifl ingly conservative and politically 
unadventurous. Outside the crude lithographic albums of slave types popularized by the 
tourist print trade, and dominated by the productions of Frederico Guilherme Briggs 
and his imitators, there was very little interest in producing art focused on slavery. With 
regard to printmaking, the popular market was dominated by formally conservative and 
technically backward-looking wood engravers.   21    In the area of academic oil painting, 
all the major fi gures were extreme Europhiles producing dull and derivative narrative 
history paintings. Th e two most infl uential painters in the grand tradition Vito Mireiles 
and Pedro Américo spent long spells during the 1850–1870 period in Paris, and were 
desperate to be exhibited at the Salon. Th ey both produced work aimed fawningly at 
the Parisian cultural elite, histrionic neoclassical narrative paintings romanticizing the 
myths of emergent nationhood. Th is stuff  is indisputably visual propaganda, but it is 
also watered-down nationalistic pap. Th e most popular and widely disseminated of 
the late nineteenth-century academic painters was José Ferraz de Almeida Júnior, yet, 
although he incorporated the black body into his work as an element of exotic primitiv-
ism, his subjects were constructed as nostalgic and picturesque props. 

 Agostini worked in a place and at a time riven with contradictions that resulted from 
the manner in which incipient urban capitalism was thrown up against the survival of 
a slavery system with veritably medieval social structures. Agostini produced thou-
sands of lithographs on stone for mainstream illustrated periodicals creating social and 
political satiric art across a wide range of issues. Th roughout the 1870s and 1880s the 
abuses of slavery and its abolition became subjects he increasingly concentrated on. 
Agostini was living in a metropolitan center full of English engineers, designers, and 
businessmen intent on profi ting from Brazil’s sudden incorporation into the industrial-
ized world. It was an environment in which slave labor existed hand in hand with the 
development of new technologies including gas light and steam power. At this time Rio 
had more operative photographic studios than any city in the world with the exception 
of London. Although Agostini incorporated the modern developments into the subject 
matter of his work, he was also trying to produce print satires in a traditional medium 
that dealt with ancient social abuses. To further complicate his satiric purposes, this 
Italian émigré was producing large whole- and double-page ambitious political satires 
at a time when the print satire of Europe had entered a period of decline if not decrepi-
tude. Serious political satire and allegory had long since given way to the whimsy and 
trivial cartoons of the bourgeois illustrated periodicals typifi ed by  Punch  and  Charivari,  
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a kind of art that had foregone any serious claim to be deemed political propaganda. In 
their compositional complexity and metaphorical ambitions, many of Agostini’s prints, 
in fact, resonate with much earlier forms of powerful political graphic propaganda. His 
most successful prints are best compared with the work produced by James Gillray and 
Francisco Goya at the height of the great period of Romantic print satire in England and 
Spain, well over a half-century earlier. 

 Agostini’s fi nal reputation as a visual propagandist rests on the work he did for two 
journals,  O Mequetrefe  [ Th e Good for Nothing ] and the more dominant and widely cir-
culated  Revista Illustrada  [ Th e Illustrated Journal ]. Th e latter was the fl agship for visual 
arts satire attacking social abuses, but what was quite new and brilliant about Agostini’s 
work was the manner in which he could take what looked like whimsical social sat-
ire into dynamic and terrifying new propagandistic terrain. I have only space for two 
examples and will start off  with a brief consideration of the terrifi c print  S. Sebastião de 
Actualidade Quantas Facidinhas! Pobres Papais!  ( St. Sebastian in Reality. What a lot of 
little spongers! Poor fathers! ) (  Figure 2.4  ).   22           Th is is an explosive example of how an appar-
ently apolitical, seasonal, and social satire could operate as a mask for something much 
more unsettling, and I would argue quintessentially Brazilian. 

 Th e print shows a thick-set, middle-aged, smiling, affl  uent white father, standing in 
a smoking cap and jacket, with his hands tied behind his back, in front of the family 

 
   figure 2.4    Angelo Agostini, S. Sebastião de Actualidade Quantas Facadinhas! Pobres Papais!, 
lithograph on paper,  Revista Illustrada,  22 December 1877, no. 95, pp. 4–5.   
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Christmas tree. He bends at the knees, slouching, his stomach is pushed out and he 
grins, his expression contains both inanity and unease. Before him the assembled fam-
ily, consisting of four house slaves, seven white children, and a white wife, launch an 
assortment of lethal long knives at his body, converting him into the ironic parodic 
Saint of the title. He has already been penetrated by nine blades, which are stuck into his 
abdomen from just above his thighs to just below his rib cage, forming an arc. Th e scene 
takes place in a disconcertingly modern domestic space, a spacious drawing room with 
a mirror and paintings on the walls, illuminated by elaborate gas lamps. Th e immedi-
ate satiric message is clear, the father is being fi nancially bled dry by his wife, children, 
and dependent slaves, all of whom expect Christmas presents. Th e print in one sense 
is simply an elaboration of a pun within the printed title. In Brazilian Portuguese, the 
word  facadista  is slang for a sponger, hence  facadinhas  is “little spongers,” but  facada  is 
a stab and colloquially is a touch, a gift , or a loan of money. Hence the caricature takes 
the analogy between spending money and being stabbed and literalizes it. And yet the 
more one considers it, this print is anything but semiotically stable or narratively cut 
and dried; it contains secondary and tertiary elements that critique both slavery and 
patriarchy. Th e activities and spatial arrangement of the fi gures is not arbitrary but ruth-
lessly hierarchical and operates in ways that not only question the power dynamics of 
slavery but that introduce a fundamental taboo of abolition rhetoric, namely slave vio-
lence against the master within a domestic setting. Th e great Joaquim Nabuco, the most 
perceptive and profound commentator on the peculiarities of Brazilian slavery and of 
Brazilian abolition, stated emphatically that Agostini’s  Revista Illustrada  was “a Biblía da 
Abolição para os que não sabem ler” [“the Bible of Abolition for those who do not know 
how to read”], and in Brazil at this time that was statistically pretty much everyone.   23    
Th is print is a triumphant demonstration of how Agostini could use the new, illustrated 
nineteenth-century bourgeois periodical to produce savage political propaganda that 
got under the skin of the abuses of domestic slavery. Agostini, like Nabuco, was also 
aware that his prints could be seen and interpreted by the house slaves who serviced 
every household that bought his journal. What did the house slaves of Rio think when 
they saw that sly old black slave lurking at the back of this print casually holding a knife? 
What would a slave child think, looking at the confused and agonized face of the little 
child at the back of the room, wanting to become part of the violent attack on the slave 
patriarch, but simultaneously terrifi ed of doing so? How quickly would the eyes of slaves 
have connected the slouched puppet-like posture of the master and seen that it precisely 
mimicked the fi gure of the male marionette perched in the Christmas tree? 

 In the work Agostini produced for  O Mequetrefe,  a less celebrated journal than 
 Revista Illustrada  but a more politically confrontational one, Agostini developed a num-
ber of quite distinct approaches to graphic slavery propaganda. Agostini appears some-
how creatively and technically more untrammeled in many of the large, double-page 
horizontal format prints he produced as centerpieces for  O Mequetrefe . Th e sparseness 
and uncluttered formal arrangements of these prints should not be mistaken for sim-
plicity or crudity. Rather, Agostini seems to have entered a satiric world closer to the 
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pared-down, amplifi ed, and monumental choices of Goya’s late etchings, and of the 
parable-like  Disparates  in particular. 

 In the best of the work he did for  O Mequetrefe,  Agostini takes the political litho-
graph into new satiric and descriptive territories, and his innovations seem to grow out 
of his ability to embrace elements that photography had introduced into visual culture. 
Photography had injected new and unsettling elements of realism into the conven-
tions of many extant visual genres including portraiture, landscape, and the  tableau 
vivant . In the following print he fuses all three of these areas to create what remains 
a genuinely unnerving interrogation of slavery and ignorance, an image that has a 
claim to be a new kind of graphic propaganda (  Figure 2.5  ).        Th e centerpiece print for 
the issue of  O Mequetrefe  for May of 1887 simply carried the title “Th e Entreaty of the 
Slave Bernardo.”   24    Th e reader is directed to the long accompanying article that takes 
up two preceding pages of the issue. Under the stark headline “Um Crime Impune” 
[“An Unpunished Crime”] the text provides a melodramatic account of the circum-
stances leading up to the death of Bernardo as a result of his prolonged torture and 
abuse at the hands of a gentleman, one Antonio de Atahyde e Souza, described as “a 
widower, farmer and native of Portugal.” Bernardo, who had been given his emancipa-
tion papers a year earlier, on March 4, 1886, was still being kept as a slave by Atahyde. 
Th e “slave” had gone to the authorities to state that he was free and to complain of 
his abuse at the hands of Atahyde, only to be returned to the now-irritated “master.” 
Bernardo was put in the stocks, then repeatedly whipped and beaten, the abuse leading 
to terrible wounding of his back and buttocks. He fi nally died when subsequently kept 

 
   figure 2.5    Angelo Agostini, “O suplicio do escravo Bernardo,” lithograph on paper,  O 
Mequetrefe,  no. 435, May 28, 1887, pp.  4–5.   
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in the stocks. He lay on a cold brick fl oor for fi ft y-two hours without food or water, and 
continually aggravated his wounds by rubbing them against the fl oor. Th e article ends 
with outraged condemnation not only of all who participated in the atrocity, but with 
the statement that if such things can happen in this nation, then Brazil itself is “a land 
of barbarians.” 

 Agostini’s task was to create, within a single visual narrative, a commentary on this 
all-too-typical set of circumstances. Th e choice of subject and the descriptive method 
are quite diff erent from anything that had appeared in earlier print propaganda deal-
ing with slave trauma in Europe and North America. Th e approach Agostini adopts is 
also dramatically diff erent, in rhetorical terms, from that of the written text. He opts for 
a strategy of severe restraint and narrative understatement. Th e time and the event he 
chooses to describe are carefully choreographed. Th e viewer is placed inside the out-
house in which the atrocity occurs. We stand on the same brick fl oor on which Bernardo 
is tortured, and witness the beginning of his ordeal, knowing that the violence we wit-
ness will damage his body in ways that then cause his lonely and extended death during 
the ensuing night. Th e design ironically exploits its landscape format. Th e middle and 
background of the print consist of a view of the farmhouse and outbuildings poking up 
from a sloping fi eld. It is the sort of outside view that people never bothered to paint, 
but which the camera frequently would record, because, quite simply, it is there. Th e 
ordinary, open, calm, uninhabited, agricultural yet neo-suburban land is monumentally 
banal. Th e foreground, on the other hand, is formally dramatic and occurs, like so many 
narrative studio photographs of the period, within a narrow stagelike foreground, com-
plete with proscenium-style frame and props. Part of the propaganda’s power comes 
from the manner in which it suggests frozen action on a stage, in other words, a  tableau 
vivant . Th e composition is set up through a series of strict rectilinear forms and spaces. 
Th e outhouse architecture sternly encases the human action, a large horizontal beam 
runs across the top, and two vertical beams point down, like mighty arrows into the 
composition. Set at a slightly oblique angle against this stark frame are two rectangular 
box forms: the fi rst is the massive stocks, the second the packing case on which Atahyde 
sits. Th e stocks itself is drawn with great accuracy and precisely conforms to the typi-
cal structure of the communal  tronco  that occupied such a central and self-consciously 
dramatic symbolic space in the  fazendas  and town squares of nineteenth-century Brazil. 
Made of hardwood, these vast structures, with their geometric holes, still stand in pub-
lic spaces and museums across the North East of Brazil. Agostini insists that the  tronco 
 is not a theatrical monument to the memory of slavery, but merely a useful part of the 
furniture of the farm outhouse. It thrusts dramatically into the composition from the 
left . Th e far end remains invisible, shooting out of the picture frame and suggesting that 
there is no end to this terrible set of parallel lines. 

 In Barthesian terms, the  punctum  of this design, the most charged space of visual/
emotional punctuation, are the sets of black holes into and out of which the slave limbs 
penetrate. Th e great planks are periodically cut through by these ghastly orifi ces, perfect 
circles that are obscenely polished pebble, smoothed by the twisting limbs of innumer-
able victims over immemorial time. Th e manner in which Agostini inhabits these holes 
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is inspired. On the left  of the design, the further set are fi lled by two anonymous legs, the 
body tumbling back and out of the left  margin of the design. Th is faceless disembodied 
victim is challenging us, as witnesses to give him, or her, an identity, to make the suff ering 
mean something. One detail is terrifi c: pushed up above the horizon line of the  tronco  we 
see four toes. Th ese pitiful digits are the only part of any body that reaches though a hole 
and becomes visible out beyond the stocks, inhabiting the free space of the landscape. 

 Th e ultimate terror that the narrative embodies relates to the fact that the only white 
witness, the torturer himself, seems completely oblivious or, to use the vernacular 
phrase, “out of it.” Th e vertical support beam creates a separate performative space for 
Atahyde; he is set up in his own little compartment on the right-hand margin, almost 
as if he is posing in a studio for his portrait. Agostini has given the slave power a new 
kind of face, that of a modern man, an urban gent, a man who could step straight into 
a Machado de Assis dinner party. He has a manicured beard and elegant brushed back 
grey hair. He is dressed in a city suit, with white wing collar and bow tie, and he is hold-
ing a large cigar with casual ease in his right hand, his left  hand resting on the box top. 
He doesn’t look particularly good or bad, he doesn’t look handsome or ugly, he doesn’t 
look at all. Th ere is no moral decay or inhuman barbarity written into this face, there is 
no emotional engagement of any sort. Th e crucial thing is the detachment, a psycho-
logical detachment to match the spatial one. What defi nes both this man’s evil and the 
social tragedy his actions create is the fact that there is no sadistic engagement in what 
he has instigated, and no interest in what is happening or will happen. Agostini has 
risen above the melodrama and monstrousness with which the Anglo-American abo-
lition propaganda archive had so energetically and easily demonized the slave power. 
Rejecting the easy and pornographic spectacle of grinning planters bathed in the blood 
of writhing mulattas or of slaves foundering in boiling vats of sugar cane juice, Agostini 
has given us something far more terrifying and of infi nitely greater moral worth. His 
Atahyde represents an unexpected kind of demon who is uninterested, uninteresting, 
and one of us. Agostini demonstrates how a supposedly benign capitalism can ruth-
lessly enable and indeed succor bonded labor systems. He has created a new spirit in the 
propagandas of slavery.    

      Notes   

       1  .  Quoted, Robert Conrad (ed.),  Children of God’s Fire: A Documentary History of Black 
Slavery in Brazil  (Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 1983).   
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          chapter 3 

 a  world to 
win:  propaganda and 

african american 
expressive culture      

 bill v.   mullen     

     Democracy does not and cannot mean freedom. On the contrary it means 
coercion.   It means submission of the individual will to the general will 
and it is justifi ed in this   compulsion only if the will is general and not the 
will of special privilege. 

 W.E.B. Du Bois, “Th e Revelation of St. Orgne the Damned,”  1938     

    A special burden of “race” in U.S. history is its illuminating attachment to a variety of 
conceptions of propaganda. Th e two terms enfold the dissemination, or diaspora, 
of human beings across time and place and the role of the printed word in attributing 
and assigning to them racial characteristics. Writings from the dominant, especially 
Anglo-Saxon, tradition have tended to promote or “propagate” ideas about White cul-
tural, intellectual, and physical superiority to non-Whites, especially where Whites have 
constituted a majority readership and controlled publishing means. In Western democ-
racies, this tradition would include well-known writings such as Th omas Jeff erson’s 
 Notes on the State of Virginia , religious and scientifi c discourse on White supremacy, 
and tracts and pamphlets by organizations like the Ku Klux Klan. Th is tradition of pro-
paganda constitutes an exclusionary, oppressive, and exploitative hegemony—what 
W.E.B. Du Bois called in  Black Reconstruction  “lies agreed upon” ( Du Bois  1998 : 714 ). 
African Americans have most frequently among U.S. ethnic minorities been the tar-
get of racial propaganda and have in turn created the longest countertradition. Indeed, 
African American writing has directly contended with the idea and problem of racial 
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propaganda in several ways: fi rst, by creating networks of print culture and communi-
ties of non-White and White readers intended to combat the reach and eff ects of White 
supremacist writing; and second, by using print culture, and its distribution, to forward 
progressive and emancipatory defi nitions of African American life. Th ird, African 
American writing has engaged in theoretical debate about the very meaning of the term 
propaganda. And, fourth, it has placed discussion about the nature and role of propa-
ganda at the center of generative debate about Black group solidarity and the meaning of 
Black nationalism. Given the diasporic nature of Black population movements and liter-
ary production, it should also not be surprising that considerations of propaganda have 
been fundamental to the creation of Black internationalist and transnational thought. 
Indeed, the quest to create broader readerships and political constituencies, as well as 
for deterritorialized considerations of African American expression in the world, might 
be seen as the most radical aspect and characteristic of propaganda as an imagined tool 
of Black liberation. 

 Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Jacques Ellul, and others have pointed to the 
prominent role of print culture in the emergence of modern nationalisms. For Ellul, 
print culture is an aspect of what he calls the “technological society,” a matrix of social, 
economic, and political institutions producing “national self-awareness,” a precon-
dition for the production of myths and ideologies that concretize in the name propa-
ganda (  1973 : ix ). In their important study,  Abby Arthur Johnson and Ronald Maberry 
Johnson ( 1979 )  align the history and historical development of African American 
periodical culture with Black eff orts to both respond to and alter normative concep-
tions of race and national identity in the United States. Like nearly all early African 
American literary production, from Phyllis Wheatley’s Revolutionary-era poetry to 
David Walker’s 1829  Appeal  ( Walker  1997  ) early Black periodicals were bound tightly 
to the mission of combating White supremacy and promoting Black racial solidar-
ity. Th ese included John Russworm and Samuel Cornish’s  Freedom’s Journal , the fi rst 
African American newspaper to appear in 1827; the  National Reformer , 1833;  Mirror 
of Liberty , 1837; and  Douglass’s Monthly , originating in Rochester, New York, and car-
rying the name of the most famous Black abolitionist. Th e appearance of Black peri-
odicals  prior to  the widespread organization of U.S. abolitionism refl ects the eff orts of 
Black intellectuals to combat what Ellul calls “pre-propaganda,” that is, the formal and 
informal dissemination of damaging or inaccurate ideas about a subject, here race. By 
1900, African American periodical culture had assumed a vanguard role in combating 
White supremacist thought, inaugurating a period of at least seventy years in which it 
would become the central venue for refl ection, writing, and debate on tactics and strat-
egies for African American cultural expression and political organizing. In general, 
contemporary periodicals demonstrated a commitment to some version of “racial 
uplift ,” hitched to the personal agenda of strong-minded founders and editors. Booker 
T. Washington managed the editorial politics largely in his own image of  Alexander’s 
Magazine, Colored Citizen of Boston , and, most importantly, the  Colored American of 
Washington . Washington demonstrated the capacity of the new Black periodical to 
constitute Black subjectivity almost by itself. Walter Wallace, Jesse Watkins, Harper 
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S. Johnson, and Walter Alexander Johnson responded with a far broader conception of 
racial uplift  by founding the Colored Co-operative Publishing Company and  Colored 
American Magazine , which released its fi rst issue in May 1900. Th e editors underscored 
the role of periodical culture in challenging U.S. racial hegemony by citing the absence 
of a “monthly magazine” dedicated to Black letters as a mirror held up to the fact that, “as 
a rule, the Anglo Saxon fails to suffi  ciently recognize our eff orts, hopes and aspiration” 
( Johnson and Johnson  1979 : 3 ). Th e magazine attracted Pauline Hopkins to serve as lit-
erary editor from 1902 to 1904. “Above all,” the editors wrote,  Colored American  “aspires 
to develop and intensify the bonds of that racial brotherhood, which alone can enable 
a people, to assert their racial rights as men, and demand their privileges as citizens” 
( Johnson and Johnson  1979 : 4 ). 

  Colored American ’s double-voiced mission to demand from the dominant culture 
recognition of universal “hopes and aspirations” for African Americans while assert-
ing a particularist solidarity based on “racial rights” underscores the competing concep-
tions of national belonging and citizenship that run through much African American 
propaganda. Th ese mirror what Etienne Balibar has defi ned as paradoxical concep-
tions of nationalism oft en arising from racial and ethnic divisions within the general 
polity: “Th ere is the one which tends to construct a state or a community and the one 
which tends to subjugate, to destroy; the one which refers to right and the one which 
refers to might; the one which tolerates other nationalisms and which may even argue 
in their defence and include them within a single historical perspective . . . and the one 
which radically excludes them in an imperialist and racist perspective” ( Balibar and 
Wallerstein  1991 : 47 ). Much African American theorizing and claim to the mean-
ing of propaganda perceives propaganda in service of the latter tendency as an impe-
tus for Black speech and writing, while striving to defi ne propaganda of the former as 
just, emancipatory, and inclusive. Indeed,  Colored American’s  eff ort to, in Balibar and 
Wallerstein’s words, “construct a state or a community” points to the role of periodi-
cal culture in creating Black readers who might join Black writers in the quest to rede-
fi ne national democracy, citizenship, and racial unity for both African Americans 
and a White majority. Beyond that, the periodical’s capacity for self-publishing and 
self-distribution made it a vanguard vehicle for conceiving the meaning of Black nation-
alism—even when not called by that name—and the potential for broadly conceived 
African American self-determination and solidarity, both domestic and international. 
Th is cluster of utopian impulses hover over and are central to the fi erce, loving, and sus-
tained debate within African American print culture about the very term “propaganda” 
across early to midcentury. 

 We might begin with the most famous and infl uential declaration in this arena. In his 
1926  Crisis  essay “Criteria of Negro Art,”  W.E.B. Du Bois ( 1996 )  argued: “all Art is propa-
ganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of the purists. I stand in utter shamelessness 
and say that whatever art I have for writing has been used always for propaganda for gain-
ing the right of black folk to love and enjoy. I do not care a damn for any art that is not used 
for propaganda. But I do care when propaganda is confi ned to one side while the other is 
stripped and silent . . . ” ( Sundquist  1996 : 328 ). Several contextual points help illuminate 
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the place of Du Bois’s argument not only within his own shift ing thought on the topic of 
propaganda, about which I will say more later, but about the reverberation of his posi-
tion across time. Within the essay itself, Du Bois conjures a defi nition of Black life as the 
imaginative aspiration for and expression of “conditions” the entire race might enjoy:

  [T] here has come to us not only a certain distaste for the tawdry and fl amboyant   but a 
vision of what the world could be if it were really a beautiful world; if we   had the true 
spirit; if we had the Seeing Eye, the Cunning Hand, the Feeling Heart;   if we had, to 
be sure, not perfect happiness, but plenty of good hard work, the   inevitable suff ering 
that always comes with life; sacrifi ce and waiting, all that—but,   nevertheless, lived 
in a world where men know, where men create, where they   realize themselves and 
where they enjoy life. It is that sort of a world we want   to create for ourselves and for 
 all America . ( Sundquist,  1996 : 325  emphasis mine)  

 Two observations bear remarking about this passage. First, like his forebears at  Colored 
American , Du Bois looks to both White and non-White readers as targets for his mes-
sage. Second, and more importantly, Du Bois fi xes propaganda here not to argument 
about the world as it is, but as it might be, an important revision of its historiographic 
function vis-á-vis race especially. Hence it is the “bounden duty of black America to 
begin this great work of the creation of Beauty, of the preservation of Beauty,” as a means 
of becoming “the apostle of Truth and Right” ( Sundquist  1996 : 327 ). Yet this equiva-
lence is possible only when the Black subject speaks, or creates, from a position of know-
ing restriction: “Free he is but his freedom is ever bounded by Truth and Justice; and 
slavery only dogs him when he is denied the right to tell the Truth or recognize an ideal 
of Justice” ( Sundquist,  1996 : 327–328 ). Du Bois’s insight in this passage is that all Black 
writing is a form of counterpropaganda combating hegemonic lies already in place. 
Hence, all Black utterance is true to its condition when it faces that fact squarely. Th is 
recognition thus enables a representation of Black life as “Beauty” and “Truth” equal to 
the conditional and contingent task of Black writing itself: “All Art is propaganda.” 

 Du Bois’s essay also laid the groundwork for making explicit an implicit equiva-
lence between propaganda and a nascent twentieth-century Black nationalism. Th e 
essay proff ers a revision of Du Bois’s conception of Black “second sight,” or the Veil, in 
relation to the apperception and representation of human potential. “Such is beauty,” 
he writes, “its variety is infi nite, its possibility is endless.” And yet “today the mass of 
human beings are choked away from it, and their lives distorted and made ugly. . . . Who 
shall let this world be beautiful?” Th e answer lies in the exceptionalist potential of Black 
historical experience, what Wilson Moses might call Afrotopic idealization  : 1    “We black 
folk may help,” writes Du Bois, “for we have within us a race new stirrings; stirrings of 
the beginning of a new appreciation of joy, of a new desire to create, of a new will to 
be; as though in this morning of group life we had awakened from some sleep that at 
once dimly mourns the past and dreams a splendid future” ( Sundquist  1996 : 326 ). Du 
Bois, in eff ect, fashions a generative creation myth of African American “group life” and 
national self-awareness—the Birth of a Nation rising dialectically from the ashes of hos-
tile, delimiting—hence ugly and false—national narratives of the past. 
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 Du Bois’s position on propaganda in “Criteria” was the sustained culmination of 
long-standing debate with fi gures as diverse as Booker T. Washington, Alain Locke, 
and Charles Johnson, each of whom had, to his mind, failed to recognize the propagan-
distic imperative underlying Black lived experience and expressive culture. It was also 
his intervention in what had become by 1926 a seemingly irresolvable debate over the 
relationship of aesthetics to propaganda in Black cultural expression. In 1910, Du Bois 
had attacked Washington, and by implication his editorial guidance of periodicals like 
 Alexander’s Magazine , by asking “Why aspire and delve for Art’s sake and Truth’s sake 
when you can make MONEY? What is literature compared with bricks? How long, O 
Lord, how long shall we bow tongue-tied or double-tongued before our enemies” ( Du 
Bois  1910  : 4). Du Bois’s 1926 essay would retain this early position that aesthetics was 
an important dimension of Black life and Black striving, repositioning the argument 
against, not Washington economic pragmatism, but his Harlem Renaissance con-
temporaries. Indeed, as Abby and Ronald Johnson note, Du Bois came to the conclu-
sions of his 1926 essay aft er reading the entirety of Alain Locke’s edited  Th e New Negro  
volume and concluding that Locke “has newly been seized with the idea that Beauty 
rather than Propaganda should be the object of Negro literature and art” ( Johnson and 
Johnson  1979 : 45 ). Here, Du Bois equated Locke’s conception of Beauty with a “pure” 
aestheticism or “decadence” equivalent to the “tawdry and fl amboyant” purposefully 
excluded from his own vision of a better world (that the “tawdry” included works of lit-
erature, like Carl Van Vechten’s novel  Nigger Heaven , is a point important to Du Bois’s 
essay but secondary to its larger philosophical aims). Du Bois’s poorly articulated dif-
ferences from Locke’s position on the arts and expression—Locke, too, had urged the 
New Negro to provide the “augury of a new democracy in American culture” ( Locke 
 1997 : 965 ) and to reject the Old Negro as more “myth than a man” (965) refl ected 
the real subtext of Harlem’s ongoing Renaissance as the collective expression of new 
national belonging. 

 Yet it was Du Bois’s 1926 essay and formula for conceiving art  as  propaganda that 
echoed down the corridors of African American critical debate and helped to place 
Black periodical culture as its center. Zora Neale Hurston published what might be 
called a personal manifesto on the matter in her 1928 essay “How It Feels to Be Colored 
Me” ( Hurston  1997  ) in  Th e World Tomorrow , a pacifi st journal published by the Friends 
of Reconciliation (FOR) and fi rst edited by socialist Norman Th omas. Th e journal, 
Christian, pan-ecumenical, and progressive, was published in New York City by the 
FOR’s Fellowship Press from 1919 to 1934, when its circulation crested at 40,000 read-
ers. Taking Du Bois’s call for “the right of black folk to love and enjoy” to giddy heights, 
Hurston’s essay redefi ned democracy in cosmic terms as the source of her own writing 
on the world: “I have no separate feeling about being an American citizen and colored. 
I am merely a fragment of the soul that surges within the boundaries. My country, right 
or wrong” ( Wheatley  1997 : 1010 ). Hurston, we might say, replaces Jacques Ellul’s asser-
tion that propaganda depends on “national self-awareness” with a concept of the self as 
nationless. Hers was an eff ort to emancipate Du Bois’s argument about the function of art 
into a mode of deterritorialized subjectivity and artistic independence. Within a short 
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time, the onset of the Great Depression, the emergence of fascism worldwide, and the 
rapid proletarianization of African American life and letters would result in yet another 
stern reassessment of the relationship of art to propaganda. A defi ning salvo would be 
the 1937 group essay “Blueprint for Negro Writing,” in Dorothy West’s  New Challenge . 
Th e magazine was the successor to West’s 1935 New York start-up magazine  Challenge , 
intended mainly as a venue for African American fi ction and poetry produced by 
writers of Harlem’s recent Renaissance. Th e short-lived  New Challenge  (it lasted one 
issue) was the product of a diff erent trajectory. In 1928, the Soviets had launched their 
“Black Belt” thesis describing African Americans as an oppressed national minority. 
By the 1930s, the Russian avant-garde, most especially the poet Vladimir Mayakovky, 
had argued that African American art was vanguard ethnic nationalism to be used as 
a source for Soviet cultural production. Richard Wright, a veteran of the Communist 
Party’s John Reed Clubs in Chicago, who had joined the Communist Party USA in 1932, 
sought to resurrect  Challenge  as a forum for Soviet-infl uenced theory on both race 
and culture. “Blueprint for Negro Writing” was intended to be  New Challenge ’s mani-
festo. Co-authored by, among others, Richard Wright, Fern Gayden, Th eodore Black, 
Frank Marshall Davis, and Margaret Walker, the essay, citing Lenin, defi ned African 
Americans as an oppressed national minority upon whom it was incumbent to recog-
nize the “true” sources of Black national culture—here folk and blues—while simultane-
ously recognizing in both the “complex simplicity” shared with masterpieces of modern 
world literature, like the novels of Gorky. With a particular eye to the international 
position of the Black writer, the essay assumed the function of art to be advancing new 
defi nitions of Black nationalism that might lead to multiracial and multiethnic interna-
tionalism. In so doing, it endeavored to imagine a world stage for a newly inspired and 
globalist African American propaganda:

  Th e ideological unity of Negro writers and the alliance of that unity with all  the  
 progressive ideas of our day is the primary prerequisite for collective  work.   On 
the shoulders of White writers and Negro writers alike rest the responsibility  
 of ending this mistrust and isolation.   By placing cultural health above narrow 
sectional prejudices, liberal   writers of all races can help to break the stony soil of 
aggrandizement out of   which the stunted plants of Negro nationalism grow. And, 
simultaneously,   Negro writers can help to weed out those choking growths of 
reactionary   nationalism and replace them with hardier and sturdier types. ( Wright 
 1994 : 98 )  

 Th e essay’s emphasis on both collective, as opposed to individual expression, on the 
one hand, and international, interracial correspondence, on the other, looks backward 
to nationalistic forms of Black “intentionality,” seen as early as David Walker’s  Appeal , 
and forward to postwar cosmopolitanism and Th ird Worldism, of African American 
self and group narration. It also helped to peg African American expressive culture 
for several decades to a new and heavily weighted conception of the propagandistic-
deemed “protest” fi ction, as best exemplifi ed by Wright’s 1938 short story collection 
 Uncle Tom’s Children  and his 1940 novel  Native Son . Th e term was not Wright’s but 
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circulated widely in critical reviews of his work. It drew from theoretical and practi-
cal examples of 1930s “proletarian” culture, overtly dedicated to representations of 
class struggle and working-class life, and from the rapid upsurge in social demon-
stration against the Great Depression in the form of strikes, walkouts, pickets, and 
erstwhile agitation. Indeed, from the 1930s to the 1960s, African American culture 
and lived experience seemed inextricably wedded to decoding and working out what 
the Southside Writers Group had called a “blueprint,” or plan of social and cultural 
organization, for Black life. Th e term itself carried the force of literature as social engi-
neering and seemed a mandate for critical response. Th at the mandate was fulfi lled 
is evident in the reiteration of topics, terms, and terminology describing key inter-
ventions in African American critical debate about propaganda from 1939 to 1977. 
Th ese would include James Baldwin’s 1939 essay “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” largely a 
response to Wright’s  Native Son ; “Race and the Negro Writer” by Hugh Gloucester, an 
essay included in a special 1950 issue of  Phylon  dedicated to debate about the function 
of Black writing; Nick Aaron Ford’s 1950 “A Blueprint for Negro Authors,” included 
in the  Phylon  special issue; Ann Petry’s 1952 essay “Th e Novel as Social Criticism”; 
Ralph Ellison’s 1963 essay “Th e World and the Jug,” a reply to Irving Howe’s response 
to Baldwin’s essays on Wright; and Addison Gayle’s “Blueprint for Black Criticism,” 
published in 1977 in  Black World . A sampling of the critical debate in these essays puts 
into relief both the category of propaganda in articulations of Black expressive culture 
and its role in developing conceptions of Black nationalism and nationalist thought 
in the twentieth century. Th e same sampling shows African American writers con-
ceiving and reconceiving the propagandistic as a strategy to infl uence and document 
White and Black thought on the role of print culture in forming ideas about race and 
racial injustice. 

 James Baldwin’s “Everybody’s Protest Novel” fi rst demonstrated midcentury liberal-
ism’s encroaching fatigue with the political and aesthetic debates of the 1930s “social 
protest” era. Th e essay made equivalent the protest novel, specifi cally  Native Son , with 
racial melodrama, and reanimated the “Art Is Propaganda” debate by declaring for com-
plexity in racial representation over naïve mimesis. Baldwin famously accused Wright 
of writing sentimental agitprop, a virtual Blackface rendition of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
 Uncle Tom’s Cabin . One year later,  Phylon , the journal of Atlanta University started by 
Du Bois during his earlier tenure there, took up the function-of-literature question 
full-scale. Nick Aaron Ford’s “A Blueprint for Negro Authors” etched out a middle 
ground position between “protest” fi ction and Baldwin’s lament, defending Wright as 
among the “fi rst-rate American novelists,” while calling for Black writers to use “social 
propaganda so skillfully to the purposes of art that it will not insult the average intel-
ligent reader” ( Ford  1998 : 1113 ). Ford’s deployment of the term “social” propaganda as 
the proper “content” of art was meant to delineate anew the form and function of Black 
letters. Citing Albert Guerard, Tolstoy, and Granville Hicks, Ford argued for “propa-
ganda” as full engagement with the “problems of his age.” And yet: “I do not advocate 
art for the sake of propaganda. I demand a proper subordination and the observance 
of good taste,” as exemplifi ed by careful, and typically modernist, use of symbolism 
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(1114). In the same  Phylon  issue, Hugh Gloucester similarly exalted  Native Son ’s art-
istry, while providing the caveat that “While propaganda from inside sources”—named 
as “racial defense, protest, and glorifi cation”—has frequently assisted colored people in 
their struggle toward equality and freedom, the preponderating use of racial subject 
matter has handicapped the Negro writer in at least four important ways” ( Gloucester 
 1998 :  1109–1110 ). Th ese included retarding the attainment of a “cosmic grasp” of 
human experience, limiting Black contributions to “national and world ideologies,” 
restricting Black writing to “the moods and substance of race in the United States,” and 
“cultural segregation” (1110). Echoing in part Baldwin’s embrace of racial liberalism, 
Gloucester concluded that for Black writers “to accept the principle that racial experi-
ence is the only natural province of the Negro writer is to approve an artistic double 
standard that is just as confi ning and demoralizing in American literature as is segrega-
tion in American life” (1111). 

 Gloucester’s essay also praised Ann Petry’s 1946 novel  Th e Street —itself a response 
to Wright’s  Native Son —for disclosing “the common human denominators of pas-
sion, marriage, motherhood, and disillusionment in the lives of contemporary Negro 
women” (1998: 1110). Petry herself, in a 1952 essay rarely cited in African American 
critical debate, seemed to take aim at Baldwin’s 1949 criticism of Wright, alluding to 
critics who accuse the novel of being “prostituted, bastardized, when it is used to serve 
some moral or political end for it then becomes propaganda . . . . Hence, many a critic 
who keeps up with the literary Joneses reserves his most powerful ammunition for what 
he calls problem novels, thesis novels, propaganda novels” ( Petry  1998 : 1115 ). Petry’s 
argument genufl ected to both Du Bois’s 1926 manifesto against pure aestheticism, the 
South Side Writers Group advance of literature, and especially African American litera-
ture, as always internationalist in orientation: “Being a product of the twentieth century 
(Hitler, atomic energy, Hiroshima, Buchenwald, Mussolini, USSR) I fi nd it diffi  cult to 
subscribe to the idea that art exists for art’s sake. It seems to me that all truly great art 
is propaganda, whether it be the Sistine Chapel, or La Giocanda, Madame Bovary, or 
War and Peace. Th e novel, like all other forms of art, will always refl ect the political, 
economic, and social structure of the period in which it was created” (1115). Nearly ten 
years later Ralph Ellison, seeking to punctuate an era of debate on the function of propa-
ganda in Black writing, revisited the moment of Baldwin’s 1949 criticism of Wright via 
Irving Howe’s vigorous defense of the latter in his essay “Black Boys and Native Sons.” 
Ellison ultimately used the occasion of the debate itself to instantiate a race-infl ected 
modernism that recuperated irony, ambiguity, and complexity over “intentionality”—
personal or social—in Black expressive culture:

  Wright believed in the much abused idea that novels are “weapons”—  the counterpart 
of the dreary notion, common among most minority groups,   that novels are 
instruments of good public relations. But I believe that true   novels, even when most 
pessimistic and bitter, arise out of an impulse to   celebrate human life and therefore 
are ritualistic and ceremonial at their   core. Th us they would preserve as they destroy, 
affi  rm as they   reject. ( Ellison  1997 : 1554 )  

03_Castronovo_CH03.indd   5603_Castronovo_CH03.indd   56 9/30/2013   4:02:11 PM9/30/2013   4:02:11 PM



a world to win  57

 Ellison’s rejection of literature as both “weapon” and “public relations” suggests a rejec-
tion of a literature of advocacy, particularly that aimed at White readership. Th e essay 
couches in a language of archetype a tacit universalism that would implicitly elevate art 
over the propagandistic, and humanism over racial specifi city. 

 Th is complex of critical treatises provides a foundation for what became in the 
1960s debates within the Black Arts Movement (BAM) about the form and function 
of African American literature. Echoing Du Bois’s call of “the right of Black folk to love 
and enjoy,” writers associated with BAM heightened the connections between black 
print culture and propaganda. Two defi ning essays here encapsulate the way BAM both 
synthesized and revised midcentury debate. Addison Gayle’s 1977 essay “Blueprint for 
Black Criticism” nodded to the mission and message of its 1937  New Challenge  pro-
totype by demanding an African American literary criticism of “engagement” ( Gayle 
 1977 : 41–45 ). More signifi cantly, and infl uentially, Larry Neal’s 1968 essay “Th e Black 
Arts Movement” provocatively deracinated the category of “protest” literature, some-
what aft er Baldwin, as an “appeal to White morality” (  1998 : 1450 ). Th e BAM, by con-
trast, “speaks directly to black people” (1450). Neal and the BAM revolutionized the 
conception of the reader of African American propaganda by, in eff ect, discounting 
White eyes. Th e essay likewise off ered Black cultural expression as an autonomous and 
closed loop fully divorced from larger Western culture, or more precisely, produced and 
transmitted only for readers outside of a “Western” orbit. Th e position might be under-
stood as an internationalism both circumscribed and enabled by Black nationalism, 
and as a utopianism delimited by dystopic skepticism about the possibility of inter- and 
 intraracial cultural production:

  Th e Black Arts Movement proposes a radical reordering of the Western cultural  
 aesthetic. It proposes a separate symbolism, mythology, critique, iconology.  Th e  
 Black Arts and the Black Power concepts both relate broadly to the Afro-Americans 
desire for self-determination and nationhood. Both concepts are nationalistic. One 
is concerned with the relationship between art and politics; the other with the art of 
politics. ( Neal  1998 : 1450 )  

 Neal eff ectively redefi nes propaganda as a dead letter conception:  a rhetorical term 
naïvely invested in a separation of “language” or art from the materiality of race and 
social conditions. Th e essay’s elliptical equivalence of “art” and “politics” suggests Black 
expressivity as a self-suffi  cient  logos  for social objectives. Neal’s argument thus collapses, 
much like Du Bois’s “Criteria” essay, the distinction between Art and Propaganda as the 
cornerstone of a new formula, and formulation, for Black “group life” tethered to a con-
ception of culture as the engine of Black history. Th e essay makes explicit the utopian 
dimensions of BAM’s program for a world to come: “Th e Black Arts and the Black Power 
concepts,” writes Neal, “both relate broadly to the Afro-American’s desire for self-deter-
mination and nationhood. Both concepts are nationalistic. One is concerned with the 
relationship between art and politics; the other with the art of politics” ( Neal  1998 : 1450 ). 
Likewise, Amiri Baraka’s poetic manifesto “Black Arts” presumed that poetry itself was 
not speech but action, the rhetorical fi st, or practice, of Black Arts theory:
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  Poems are bullshit unless they are 
 Teeth or trees or lemons piled 
 On a step. Or black ladies dying 
 Of men leaving nickel hearts 
 Beating them down. Fuck poems 
 And they are useful, they shoot 
 Come at you, love what you are, 
 Breathe like wrestlers, or shudder 
 Strangely aft er pissing ( Baraka  1998 : 1451 )   

Two aspects of BAM conception of the propagandistic stand in relief here, in retro-
spect: the fi rst is its insistence on the intimate relationship between thought and action. 
Baraka’s conception of the poem as the body and embodiment of Black struggle suggests 
that writing itself may fulfi ll what Bukharin and the anarchist tradition deemed “pro-
paganda of the deed.” Second, BAM’s substitution of a “Black aesthetic” for a “Western 
aesthetic” was meant to signal the substitution of a Pan-African, or “Th ird World,” con-
ception of cultural politics that revealed the strangulating limits for Black writers of con-
ceiving of writing along exclusively “national” lines. Black “nationalism,” in other words, 
was also internationalism, a “good” nationalism, in juxtaposition to the racist, imperial-
ist, “bad” nationalism of hegemonic America. 

 Th ese productive tensions across Black engagement with the propagandistic are 
played out most fully in the work of W.E.B. Du Bois. Indeed, by the end of his illustrious 
life and career, W.E.B. Du Bois had come to see propaganda as a structuring element of 
many of the social problematics he engaged across a lifetime of writing and activism. In 
 Dusk of Dawn , Du Bois explained his decision to abandon his early sociological work 
as a call to develop what might be called an epistemic of advocacy: “one could not be a 
calm, cool, and detached scientist while Negroes were being lynched, murdered, and 
starved” ( Du Bois,  Dusk,   1968 : 69 ). Du Bois famously described  Th e Crisis  in 1910 as 
an “organ of propaganda” meant to sustain “one of the most eff ective assaults of liberal-
ism upon prejudice, and reaction that the modern world has ever seen” (  1995 : 391 ). In 
1916, Du Bois led eff orts by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) to boycott D. W. Griffi  th’s  Birth of a Nation , a fi lm famously popular 
with President Woodrow Wilson—perhaps the fi rst formal antipropaganda campaign 
in African American history (  Dusk,   1968  ). In 1950, Du Bois and other members of 
the Peace Information Center distributed “peace grams” in support of the “Stockholm 
Proposal” to eliminate nuclear arms, a proposal itself dubbed a Soviet “propaganda 
trick” by Secretary of State Dean Acheson (  Du Bois, Autobiography ,  1968 : 358 ). In his 
 Autobiography , written in the fi nal years of his life, Du Bois envisioned the struggle over 
control and distribution of social and political ideas as linked directly to the economic 
conditions underlying those struggles: “Th ere is no way in the world for us to preserve 
the ideals of a democratic America, save by drastically curbing the present power of 
concentrated wealth; by assuming ownership of some natural resources, by adminis-
tering many of our key industries, and by socializing our services for public welfare” 
(    1968 : 378 ). 
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 Du Bois here fashions a variation on Marx and Engels’s classic conception of ideology 
as “the ruling ideas” of a ruling class and “the ideal expression of the dominant material 
relationships” of a society ( Marx and Engels  2004 : 64 ). Marx and Engels’s formulation 
of ideology resonates with Harold Lasswell’s enduring description of the function of 
propaganda as to “to maximize the power at home by subordinating groups and indi-
viduals, while reducing the material cost of power” (quoted in  Ellul  1973 : 10 ). Du Bois 
complements both of these arguments by specifi cally linking the historical function of 
propaganda to both the delimiting of democracy and the formation and repression of 
the working class. In  his Autobiography , Du Bois argued that the struggle to end slavery 
in the United States failed to gain majority sympathy “because a persistent propaganda 
campaign had been spread as slave labor began to increase in value, to prove by sci-
ence and religion that black men were not real men” (  1968 : 352 ). As a result, “the fi ght 
for democracy and especially the struggle for a broader social control of wealth and of 
individual eff ort was hindered and turned aside by widespread contempt for the low-
est class of labor” (352). It is thus his turn to a historical materialistic interpretation of 
(removed from “an idealized”) history that explains Du Bois’s radical reconceptualiza-
tion of “democracy” with which I began this essay: “Democracy does not and cannot 
mean freedom. On the contrary it means coercion. It means submission of the indi-
vidual will to the general will and it is justifi ed in this compulsion only if the will is gen-
eral and not the will of special privilege” (  1986 : 1060 ). For Du Bois, “coercion” refers 
to the forced redistribution of wealth and ideas for social development from the hands 
of few to the hands of many. Du Bois unmoors liberalism’s classic invocation of “free-
dom” and “free speech” from its material base in a history of class formation to replace it 
with a literal articulation—as both expression and social process—of history made from 
below. Th is is the central argument of Du Bois’s  opus magnum  on the matter, his essay 
“Th e Propaganda of History,” published as the fi nal chapter of his epic history  Black 
Reconstruction , in 1935. Du Bois equates the formal historical record of Reconstruction 
up until the publication of his own book as a “fairy tale of a beautiful Southern slave 
civilization” (  1998 : 715 ), or “lies agreed upon” (714) premised on the argument that 
“the faults and failures of Reconstruction” are due to “Negro ignorance and corruption” 
(713). Th e essay cites the exclusion from the historical record of Black participation in 
the Civil War, the role of Blacks in the development of Black freedmen schools, the orga-
nization of the Black vote, the role of Black labor and soldiers, and the neglect of Black 
historical sources as an eff ort to reconsolidate a master narrative of triumphant capital-
ism and White supremacy in the past, in order for both to reconstitute their hold in the 
present. Here is Du Bois’s thundering conclusion to his argument:

  Th e most magnifi cent drama in the last thousand years of human history   is the 
transportation of ten million human beings out of the dark beauty of   their mother 
continent into the new-found Eldorado of the West. Th ey descended   into Hell; 
and in the third century they arose from the dead, in the fi nest eff ort   to achieve 
democracy for the working millions which this world had ever seen. It   was a tragedy 
that beggared the Greek; it was an upheaval of humanity like the   Reformation and 
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the French Revolution. Yet we are blind and led by the blind. We discern in it no 
part of our labor movement; no part of the our industrial   triumph; no part of our 
religion experience. Before the dumb eyes of ten   generations of ten million children, 
it is made mockery of and spit upon; a   degradation of the eternal mother; a sneer 
at human eff ort; with aspiration   and art deliberately and elaborately distorted. And 
why? Because in a day   when the human mind aspired to a science of human action, a 
history and   psychology of the mighty eff ort of the mightiest century, we fell under the  
 leadership of those who would compromise with truth in the past in order to   make 
peace in the present and guide policy in the future. ( Du Bois  1998 : 727 )  

 Du Bois here elaborates upon, and best explains, the implication of his essay’s title. “Th e 
Propaganda of History” refers us both to the genre of History as one of constant and 
inevitable coercion of fact, as well as its causal relationship to the social formation, or 
facts on the ground. Du Bois endeavors to wrestle control over the historical record by 
defi ning history as something made by mass human action, not historians or a ruling 
class.  Black Reconstruction,  with its repudiation of state-centered histories, assertion 
of a Black historical archive and record of achievement, lyrical dramatizations of racist 
violence, and headlong attacks on political foes, intends to displace and disfi gure two 
equally coercive national narratives: one textual, understood as hegemonic writing on 
History, and the other Historical, the titanic struggle over material goods and resources. 
Th e book itself is a mirror held up to a history of Black self-activity as well as a history 
of a type of history not yet written: a literally utopian undertaking. How then might 
we understand Du Bois’s work and career as an index to the relationship of African 
American engagement with propaganda? I will argue in the space that remains that Du 
Bois aspired to create a transgeneric internationalism as a literary and political practice 
equal to the challenge of his conclusions in “Th e Propaganda of History.” Amy Kaplan’s 
 Th e Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Empire  has helped to identify some coordi-
nates of this feature of Du Bois’s work. Kaplan’s book takes its title from a phrase in the 
poem “A Hymn to the Peoples” that concludes Du Bois’s magisterial 1920 essay collec-
tion  Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil . “Anarchy of Empire,” for Kaplan, references 
the simultaneous formal and thematic apparatus of a book dedicated, she writes, to stake 
out “literal and fi gurative space from which to map counter-geographies of the post-
war world” ( Kaplan  2002 : 180 ). In the aft ermath of a world war that Du Bois attributed 
almost exclusively to the European scramble for African and Asian colonies, Du Bois’s 
quest for nowheres or utopias unseen is tethered for Kaplan both to empire’s irrational 
territorial reach and the constant, sporadic, and disorganized responses of its victims. 
For every moment of empire’s consolidation, in  Darkwater , Du Bois fi nds a location for 
its coming unmoored. Th is dialectic is refl ected in the book’s violent aesthetic turbu-
lence, its  sui generis  admixture of poetry and autobiography, prose fi ction and essay, cre-
dos and postscripts, as well as its international overreach in describing the simultaneity 
of imperial confl icts in modern world history: from East St. Louis to Berlin, Congo to 
America, Great Barrington to Paris: “Th e disjunctive qualities of the text in time and 
space, its vertiginous motion, jarring and fragmented juxtapositions, and cacophonous 
dialogues” writes Kaplan, “together chart the anarchic routes and irrational workings of 
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empire” (184). Kaplan’s analysis centralizes in a diff erent register the  dystopic  realpolitik 
impulses behind Du Bois’s transgeneric internationalism while casting shape to its uto-
pian longings for resolution, or transformation. It allows us to understand Du Boisian 
propaganda as a radically new antigenre of modernism and modernity. Du Bois’s own 
throwaway meditation on this innovation in  Darkwater —“Between the sterner fl ights 
of logic,” he writes in a postscript that actually precedes the text, “I have sought to set 
some little lightings of what may be poetry” ( Sundquist  1996 : 483 ) anticipates the train 
of experimental thought that would formalize and concretize fi ve years later in “Criteria 
of Negro Art.” 

 We might extend this “formalist” reading of Du Bois’s transgeneric international-
ism into the realm of his wider body of work, political activism, and their political and 
aesthetic interrelation. Du Bois willfully undermined generic conventions—of history, 
sociology, psychology, fi ction—as discursive strategies complementary to his eff orts to 
escape the “tyranny” of U.S. racism, capitalism, and empire. Th is strategy is writ large 
across the fi eld of his work: the constant interweaving of self-narration, or autobiog-
raphy, with social history and analysis ( Souls of Black Folk, Darkwater, Dusk of Dawn, 
Th e Autobiography ); his polymathic participation in African American periodical pub-
lishing ventures ( Th e Crisis, Phylon, Freedomways ); his academic hopscotching across 
disciplines (history, sociology, literary criticism, international relations, sovietology, 
sinology); and his physical traveling and writing across the world stage (Moscow, Berlin, 
New York, Beijing, Prague, Accra). Th ese gestures were accompanied by the expanded 
transmission of Du Bois’s writings into international journals and newspapers includ-
ing  Izvestiia  (Russia),  Aryan Path  (India), and  Peking Review  (China)—a transnational 
propagation of his thought. Taxonomic shift s in the oeuvre of Du Bois’s expressive life 
also represented an eff ort “to produce underdetermined and possibly unprecedented 
action” as represented by Du Bois’s role in developing, fomenting, and organizing a wide 
and increasing international range of organizations and institutions dedicated to social 
uplift , reform, or revolution:  the Niagara Movement, the NAACP, Pan-Africanism, 
the Peace Information Center, and the Communist Party of the United States. Th ese 
complementary gestures constitute an inner dialectic in Du Bois’s work grounded in a 
deconstruction of “diff erence” between thought and action, spirit and material, “word 
and deed,” a strategy fi nally rooted and grounded in Du Bois’s embrace of historical 
materialism as the resolution of putative contradictions between them. Perhaps the 
defi ning and most illustrative example of Du Bois’s eff orts toward a transgeneric inter-
nationalism as propagandistic foray remains his one and only unpublished major man-
uscript,  Russia and America: An Interpretation , written in the late 1940s and completed 
in 1950, and still, today, on the shelf. Th e book is also something like a sequel to  Black 
Reconstruction  and a coda to Du Bois’s concluding essay therein. 

 Written in 1949 and 1950, the manuscript of  Russia and America  endeavors to ana-
lyze the legacy of the Russian Revolution in twin contexts: Du Bois’s 1926, 1936, and 
1949 visits to the Soviet Union, and the immediate moment of the Cold War. Like  Black 
Reconstruction , it is a  sui generis  eff ort to narrate a defi ning moment in history—here 
the Russian Revolution—against the grain of scholarly, political, and public consensus. 
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From the beginning, the book marks its readership’s investment in prior or prevailing 
views of its topic; the text is prefaced by an “Apology” in which the author appeals for 
“mercy” on his word, a gesture made all the more ironic by Robert Giroux’s (Du Bois’s 
publisher) refusal to publish the book:  Russia and America , he wrote, was an “uncriti-
cal  apologia ” for Stalin’s Russia and an “excessive condemnation of the United States” 
( Baldwin  2002 : 167 ).  Russia and America ’s failed publication bespeaks a premise central 
to both  Russia and America  and  Black Reconstruction  instantiated in the epigraph to this 
paper; namely, that democracy itself is an exercise in “coercion”: “With all of our talk 
about democracy,” he writes in  Russia and America , “there is not today a single nation 
in the world, which attempts to practice democratic government without modifi cations 
and restraints” ( Du Bois  1950 : 268 ).  Russia and America  then may be read as a sequel, 
or intertext, to his earlier search for democracy unbound. As Du Bois argued in  Black 
Reconstruction , and laments again in  Russia and America , Reconstruction itself was 
“a great advance toward real democracy and incipient socialism in the United States, 
without color caste and with full economic opportunity” (159). Yet these nascent aims 
were smashed by “Th reat and Compromise” in the form of corporate dictatorship, the 
destruction of labor solidarity, and the unleashing of racial violence against African 
Americans.  Th ese  examples of “propaganda of the deed” have not, Du Bois argued, met 
suffi  cient retaliation in the United States: and yet, in Soviet Russia, “people, of both sexes 
and all economic classes and groups, take wider and more continued and more intelli-
gent part in democratic processes than is the case in any other modern nation” (289). Du 
Bois cites heavy Soviet voting patterns, participation in local political debate, increasing 
literacy rates, collective forms of decision making and land ownership as examples of a 
successful “second” Reconstruction or Revolution fulfi lled. Hence, although “Russia is 
not today a democracy”—in the systemic sense of the term, since elections are “infl u-
enced by the Communist Party” (269)—Russia is a “democracy” in political practice. 
Du Bois in eff ect inverts, or signifi es upon, hegemonic meanings of “democracy” in 
 Black Reconstruction  in a manner similar to his inversion of the term “propaganda” in 
“Criteria of Negro Art,” as a prescription for an egalitarian future not yet fulfi lled. 

 Th is aspiration for “generic” revolutions in democratic theory and practice is echoed 
in  Russia and America ’s overtly propagandistic structure, which assumes opposition to 
its own message. Th e book asks (and responds to) ten questions about the Soviet Union 
Du Bois knows readers have already answered, among them: “How much personal free-
dom is there in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics?,” “Is the Soviet Union a slave 
state?,” “Does the Soviet Union suppress religion?,” “Is it true that the Soviet Union had 
driven out race prejudice?” Th e rhetorical nature of the questions is likewise belied by 
the comparative nature of the text:  Russia and America: An Interpretation , is meant to 
replace the “propaganda of history” with a clean slate of ideas tantamount to a revolu-
tion in public consciousness. Du Bois uses the text to bend the history of the two nations 
to the will of their democratic majorities, or rather, he creates from their imagined divi-
sion, unity: Du Bois insists simultaneously that the majority of Russians and Americans, 
unlike their leaders, don’t want war, do not seek domination of other nations, do not 
desire nuclear annihilation. Du Bois appeals to “common will,” a majority worldview, 
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literally, as the antidote to a coercive Cold War history governed from above by rac-
ism, capitalism, and divisive nationalisms. Du Bois ventures toward the elimination of 
“nationalisms” themselves by conceiving Russia and America as a singular, mutually 
defi ning entity, or what he called enigmatically in  Darkwater , an “inter-nation”:  the 
book uses the logic of analogy and comparison only to eliminate the concept of diff er-
ence.  Russia and America , in Du Bois’s imagining, becomes Russia  Is  America, and vice 
versa. Hence, the putative gap between good and bad nationalisms, nationalisms and 
internationalism, is eff ectively bridged. Th e utopian expanse of the endeavor is indexed 
by Du Bois’s smashing of generic, temporal, and spatial boundaries (between History 
and Propaganda, Soviet and U.S., Black Reconstruction and the Soviet Revolution) and 
seeing them rather as dialectical coordinates for the articulation of a new world history 
that might avoid repeating errors of the past, including Global Civil War:

  Americans, Russians: in a third World War, whoever wins, will lose;   what any nation 
gains, the world will pay for; world conquest through   force, means the death of 
civilization for a thousand years. ( Du Bois  1950 : 314 )  

 Writing in the immediate aft ermath of history’s most costly war, punctuated by 
Holocausts in Auschwitz, Leningrad, and Osaka, Du Bois recasts the Jeremiad from 
prophecy to historical revisionism.  Russia and America  seeks to dislodge the seemingly 
monolithic correspondence between Cold War propaganda and Cold War history by 
invoking the annihilating consequences of each against themselves. Th is “signifying” 
dimension of the  longue duree  of African American engagement with modern propa-
ganda, and the capacity of writing to achieve what might be called utopian reversals of 
history, may be fi nally best captured by Du Bois’s recurring engagement with the writer 
he once described as the “most persistent propagandist” of his age, Rudyard Kipling. As 
Kaplan has noted, “Hymn to the Peoples,” which closes  Darkwater , is Du Bois’s response 
to Kipling’s 1897 poem “Recessional,” a poem seeking moral justifi cation for the British 
Empire. In 1946, just aft er the close of the Second World War, Du Bois published  Th e 
World and Africa . Th e book was, in many ways, a sequel to  Darkwater  and a bridge to the 
composition of  Russia and America . A meditation on the role of Western colonialism in 
both anticipating and bringing about the human devastation of the Second World War, 
Du Bois ends  chapter 1 of the book, “Th e Collapse of Europe,” with ten lines again from 
Kipling’s “Hymn to the Peoples,” referring to it this time as the “Epitaph” of Imperialism. 
Du Bois’s intertext use of Kipling is meant to correlate for the reader the relationship of 
propaganda to its deed, Kipling’s words to world war. In closing  Th e World and Africa , 
Du Bois comes full circle to the function of political literature, providing a de facto 
Epitaph to Kipling’s era, while announcing his own ascension as master propagandistic 
of a world waiting to be born. Titled “Th e Message,” Du Bois begins with this dramatic 
apostrophe, “Reader of dead words who would live deeds,” a kinetic mode of address 
meant to animate, literally, the words that follow:

  I dream of a world of infi nite and invaluable variety; not in the laws of gravity   or 
atomic weights, but in human variety in height and weight, color and  skin,   hair 
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and nose and lip. But more especially and far above and beyond this,   in a realm of 
true freedom: in thought and dream, fantasy and imagination;   in gift , aptitude, and 
genius—all possible manner of diff erence, topped with   freedom of soul to do and be, 
and freedom of thought to give to this world   and build into it, all wealth of inborn 
individuality. Each eff ort to stop this   freedom of being is a blow at democracy—
that real democracy which is reservoir and opportunity . . . Th ere can be no perfect 
democracy curtailed by color, race or   poverty. But with all we accomplish all, even 
Peace. ( Du Bois  1965 : 261 )  

 Du Bois’s dream of democratic freedom is the antithesis to Kipling’s long nightmare of 
Empire. Yet it is not a dream of democracy as “freedom” qua freedom, per the epigraph 
to this paper, but freedom as a realm struggled for, and won, by the world’s major-
ity: “freedom of soul to do and be, and freedom of thought to give to this world and 
build into it, all wealth of inborn individuality.” Tellingly, for this essay, Du Bois also 
concludes  Th e World and Africa  with this self-referential sentence: “Th is is this book 
of mine and yours.” Th e fi nale endeavors to  democratize writing and reading them-
selves  as co-equal tasks; Du Bois produces out of and within his dream of an egalitarian 
world “readers of dead words who would live deeds.” Th e vision in turn alchemizes the 
equivalence of literary production and reception to the process of building, or coerc-
ing, democracy. Th e propagandistic thus becomes inseparable from its own objec-
tive, a unity of form and idea that is as elegant, symmetrical, and fantastic as Du Bois’s 
democratic vista.    

      Note   

       1  .   See    Wilson Jeremiah   Moses  ,   Afrotopia: Th e Roots of African-American Popular History   
( New York :  Cambridge University Press ,  1998 ), especially 1–17 .           
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          chapter 4 

 l iteracy or legibilit y: 
  the trace of 

subjectivit y in 
soviet so cialist realism      

 elizabeth a.   papazian     

      Legibility is a condition of manipulation.  
  —James C. Scott           

 Propaganda and “Soviet Subjectivity” 

   The term “propaganda” has long been a contentious term in Soviet studies. For the con-
servative anti-communists of the “totalitarian school” who viewed the Soviet project 
as a whole as illegitimate, all cultural production in the Soviet Union could be labeled 
“propaganda,” thereby denying it any potential legitimacy as art.   1    Th e analysis of Soviet 
cultural production as propaganda was wrapped up in the mythmaking project of the 
Cold War, with the United States proclaiming itself the antithesis of the Soviet Union, 
and its various methods of shaping public opinion (information, public relations, edu-
cation) defi ned as the antithesis of propaganda. For this reason, many literary and cul-
tural critics avoided the term altogether, instead focusing their analyses on the cultural 
concept that circulated in the Soviet context:  socialist realism. Boris Groys defi ned 
socialist realism as the “total art of Stalinism,” an art that enabled an “automatization 
of perception,” in contrast to the avant-garde notion of “defamiliarization” or “making 
strange”: socialist realism makes abnormal, even monstrous phenomena seem normal 
( Groys  1992  , 36). Czeslaw Milosz described a similar paralysis of the critical faculty in 
 Th e Captive Mind  with his “Murti-Bing pill,” a pill that made anyone who took it “serene 
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and happy . . . impervious to any metaphysical concerns” ( Milosz  1990  , 4–5). Such a view 
of Soviet culture imputes to it the potential to render the Soviet subject unable to think 
independently or critically: an automaton. 

 If we attempt to reclaim the term “propaganda,” to defi ne it and analyze it within 
the Soviet context, we fi nd ourselves confronting the question of Soviet subjectivity. 
Propaganda was part of the Soviet transformative project: it aspired to construct the 
Soviet subject. In its goal of transforming individuals, Soviet propaganda thus overlaps 
in its mission with education (which is usually associated with an opening up of pos-
sibilities of thought instead of a limitation on thought).   2    Th e fraught overlap between 
propaganda and education can be sensed in the Soviet use of the term “enlightenment” 
( prosveshchenie ). In the early Soviet period, the Ministry of Education was called the 
Commissariat of Enlightenment. In general, “enlightenment” meant “coming to con-
sciousness”—becoming a conscious member of the working class: becoming proletar-
ian. Th ere is a suggestion in this usage of an “aha” moment that leads the individual 
down the correct path; at the same time, the term “enlightenment” carries the weight of 
the historical Enlightenment, with its connotation of free will and agency for the indi-
vidual. Herein lies the paradox of the transformative impulse underlying Soviet propa-
ganda: it aims to enlighten at the same time that it aims to control. 

 Th e historian Choi Chatterjee has defi ned propaganda simply as the “actual articu-
lation of ideology,” a defi nition that affi  rms the relationship between propaganda and 
ideology and avoids the connotation of manipulation ( Chatterjee  1999  , 22). In his clas-
sic study of Soviet Russian and Nazi German fi lm propaganda, Richard Taylor has stated 
that “if ‘propaganda’ is to be a useful concept, if it is to be distinguished from ‘informa-
tion’ and ‘publicity,’ it must fi rst of all be divested” of its “pejorative connotations” (1998, 
7). He off ers the following very wide defi nition: “Propaganda is the attempt to infl u-
ence the public opinions of an audience through the transmission of ideas and values” 
(  1998  , 15). 

 Taylor’s defi nition may seem unacceptably broad, particularly if we consider the 
term’s pejorative connotations of manipulation as inherent to its meaning. But the wider 
defi nition allows for the word’s completely diff erent valence in its Russian usage dur-
ing the Soviet period. “Propaganda” ( propaganda ) was not a bad word; rather, it was 
the higher, more abstract form of the political activity known as “agitation” ( agitatsiia ). 
Agitation aimed to mobilize audience members to act—whether to join the collective 
farm, sign up to help out with the harvest, volunteer to help clean the local school, take 
a night course to learn to read, vote in upcoming elections, or sign a protest against 
some international political event or an article demanding the highest penalty for an 
“enemy of the people.” As Lenin wrote in 1903, expanding the distinction made by the 
Russian Marxist Georgii Plekhanov in the 1890s, agitation presented “a single idea to 
the masses” and strived “to rouse” emotions. Propaganda, on the other hand, presented 
“many ideas . . . so many, indeed, that they will be widely understood as an integral whole 
only by a (comparatively) few persons.”   3    A political agitation campaign could consist of 
slogans, posters, speeches on factory fl oors, the declaration of a “holiday” ( subbotnik ) 
dedicated to labor on a specifi c politically expedient task (e.g., to cleaning up a school), 
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the announcement of a “socialist competition” between teams of workers to complete a 
particular task fastest, or other forms of what we might consider overt persuasion, with 
a defi nite emphasis on the immediate and the oral or pictorial. One example of agita-
tion would be the campaign to “liquidate illiteracy,” which featured many famous post-
ers exhorting people to learn to read, and the establishment of reading circles and “red 
corners” in factories, villages, and workers’ clubs. “Propaganda,” in contrast, was more 
complex and oriented more toward the written word ( Taylor  1998  , 29, citing Lenin, 410); 
propaganda aimed “to cultivate . . . a whole new worldview” ( Lenoe  2004  , 28). As the his-
torian Matthew Lenoe explains, propaganda was “linked with the long-term project of 
educating the downtrodden Russian masses to be worthy citizens of the socialist utopia 
that the Bolsheviks were constructing.”   4    In the Soviet context, neither propaganda nor 
agitation was considered negative or subversive; both terms were used openly in Soviet 
public speech. Like “advertising” and “public relations” in the United States today, “agita-
tion” and “propaganda” were forms of persuasion intended to infl uence a mass audience. 

 We might also consider the Leninist conception of a more complex propaganda as 
reaching beyond immediate goals of persuasion through image and word, toward the 
creation of a complex web of cultural associations that would refl ect, reinforce, and in 
turn shape the political, social, and economic system. Large-scale revolutionary projects 
like the construction of the industrial city of Magnitogorsk ( Kotkin  1995  ), the creation 
of the myth of the October Revolution ( Corney  2004  ), or the establishment of yearly cel-
ebrations such as International Women’s Day ( Chatterjee  2002  ) aimed not at short-term 
goals, but at radical political, social, and cultural transformation. While it may seem 
simplistic to describe projects that had such enormous, nondiscursive results as “propa-
ganda,” they did simultaneously function on a discursive level. Such projects “inculcated 
new values and beliefs among the populace” and drew participants “into the network of 
Soviet existence” ( Chatterjee  2002  , 3–4), reordering what Katherine Verdery calls the 
“worlds of meaning” of Soviet citizens, that is, “people’s sense of a meaningful universe 
in which they also act” ( Verdery  2000  , 34–35). 

 One undeniable particularity of the Soviet case is the fact of state control of the means 
of production, including cultural production, from approximately 1932. Any cultural 
artifact legally published, produced, or circulated in the Soviet Union was potentially 
subject to state surveillance and control.   5    (“Unoffi  cial” forms of circulation, such as 
 samizdat , may lie outside direct state control, but the background of surveillance and 
control surely aff ects even works distributed outside it.) Th e system educated, sup-
ported, and surveilled all of its artists, resulting in a peculiarly hermetic ecosystem in 
which censorship intersected with self-censorship. 

 But to assert a complete identity of art and propaganda (even if claiming this identity 
only under conditions of the state’s constraint of discourse and bodies) is to risk losing 
the meaning of both terms. In the Soviet case “the attempt to infl uence public opinions 
through the transmission of ideas and values” ( Taylor  1998  ) overfl ows the boundaries of 
art and letters, pervading the organization of social life. Hannah Arendt refuses to call 
this “propaganda”: totalitarian movements “do not actually propagate but indoctrinate,” 
an activity that is “inevitably coupled with terror” ( Arendt  1973  , 344). For Arendt, the 
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totalitarian regime uses propaganda only to address “the nontotalitarian world” that lies 
outside its direct control. Arendt instead refers to “totalitarian organization,” which is 
designed “to translate the propaganda lies of the movement . . . into a functioning reality, 
to build up . . . a society whose members act and react according to the rules of a fi cti-
tious world” (364). 

 Arendt’s distinction between “totalitarian organization” and “propaganda lies” fore-
grounds the coexistence of discursive and nondiscursive aspects of Soviet “cultural 
construction” (of discourse and practice). Th e establishment of worlds of meaning, of 
“beliefs and ideas materialized in action” ( Verdery  2000  ), cannot be equated with “pro-
paganda” in a one-to-one correlation because the former’s aims are not merely persua-
sive, but transformative. Here Arendt’s defi nition of totalitarian organization can help 
us redefi ne the infi ltration of ideology throughout culture as the creation of a web of 
meanings—of cultural associations—that shapes (organizes) political, social, and eco-
nomic systems. In both cases, the organization of life relies on discourse—or, in Arendt’s 
terms, “the rules of a fi ctitious world.” 

 Th e term most oft en used to describe this discursive web is socialist realism, the pol-
icy adopted at the First Congress of Soviet Writers in August 1934 as the “method” for 
Soviet literature and eventually, for every other art form. Socialist realism, or the “total 
art of Stalinism” ( Groys  1992  ), might be seen as a kind of aestheticization of politics 
(to borrow Walter Benjamin’s phrase),   6    or, in Evgeny Dobrenko’s analysis, as an aes-
theticization of reality itself. Dobrenko argues: “Socialist Realism was a highly aestheti-
cized culture, a radically transformed world. [ . . . ] Aesthetics did not beautify reality; it 
 was  reality. By contrast, all reality outside of Socialist Realism was but the wilderness 
of everyday life, waiting to be rendered fi t to be read and interpreted.” To understand 
socialist realism as “purely propagandistic” and “in no way aesthetic” misses its essential 
role in the Soviet project as a “crucial part of the social machine”: “Socialist realism’s 
basic function was not propaganda . . . but rather to  produce reality by aestheticizing it ” 
( Dobrenko  2004  , 699–700, his italics). In this sense, Vacláv Havel’s greengrocer, who 
displays a placard with the slogan “Workers of the world, unite!” in his shop window—
thereby both contributing to the “huge backdrop to daily life” of such ritualized slogans 
 and  connecting himself to the automatic and anonymous system “as a component of the 
system”—might be understood as part of that aestheticized reality, as part of the gigantic 
“machine for transforming [Soviet] reality into socialism.”   7    

 Th e scholar Petre Petrov has recently objected to the analysis of socialist realism as a 
deformation, mythologization, or “rape” of reality, an interpretation that assumes some 
“unmediated notion of reality” that is “available in the manner of wax or any other work-
able material, so that something can be ‘done to it.’ ” (Arendt’s description of “totalitar-
ian organization” as the translation of “propaganda lies” into a “functioning reality” 
according to the “rules of a fi ctitious world” similarly fi ts into this paradigm.) For Petrov, 
even Dobrenko’s radical analysis of socialist realism as a machine for transforming 
Soviet reality into socialism separates the aestheticized reality or hyperreality of social-
ist realism from an assumed prior, more authentic, empirical reality (“Soviet reality” or 
“Soviet historical experience”). Rather, the displacement of “authentic reality” by means 
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of the “Soviet propaganda machine” (socialist realism) is “a movement internal to the 
very concept of ‘reality’ ”; socialist realism’s dream factory was an integral part of Soviet 
empirical reality ( Petrov  2011  , 876–878). With Petrov’s critique in mind, is an analysis 
of socialist realism in relation to the always mediated reality of the Soviet experience 
possible? 

 Once we reconsider propaganda as one aspect of a discursive web that enmeshed 
every aspect of Soviet life, that—as Petrov writes—“itself refashioned the notion of truth 
and the real” (879), we turn to the subjects entangled in it: were Soviet citizens conform-
ists “sedated” beyond all criticism, or were they “dissidents,” resisting the state monolith 
while conforming outwardly? Or perhaps they were true believers, victims of the decep-
tion of what Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn called “the big lie” who in turn became victim-
izers, imposing the deception on others?   8    In the past twenty years, many scholars of the 
Soviet Union have focused on the transformative nature of the Soviet project, revealing 
the instability of previously accepted dichotomies between complicity/resistance, offi  -
cial/unoffi  cial, public/private—and calling into question the very “possibility of a stable 
and coherent Stalinist subject.”   9    Scholars have asked “To what extent did coercive Soviet 
state institutions and discourses limit the agency of individuals in constructing their 
identities, and how, precisely, did Soviet citizens exercise agency in creating their identi-
ties from and against prescriptive state discourses?” ( Chatterjee and Petrone  2008  , 968). 

 Th e model of “Soviet subjectivity” or more generally, “illiberal subjectivity,” has pro-
vided one answer to the question of agency in a system of constraint. Th e historian Igal 
Halfi n has written, in a Foucauldian vein: “Neither only active nor only passive, the self 
creates itself while being created. [ . . . ] there is no authentic, true subject out there that 
we have somehow to unearth. Rather, the subject is produced through power” ( Halfi n 
 2003  , 34). In his study of Stalin-era diaries, the historian Jochen Hellbeck has revealed 
what he calls an “illiberal, socialist subjectivity” that shared with the standards of the 
capitalist industrial modernity of the West “a dedication to technology, rationality, and 
science,” but believed that “socialism would win out, economically, morally, and his-
torically, because of its reliance on conscious planning and the power of the organized 
collective” ( Hellbeck  2006  , 9). Hellbeck argues that Soviet individuals sought to “claim 
for themselves the roles of active participants on a world historical stage” by “inscrib-
ing themselves into the Communist drama of human struggle and salvation” ( Hellbeck 
 2009  , 623). Th e belief in or internalization of ideology (via propaganda) is not as impor-
tant as the fact that Soviet citizens “articulated, repeated, and perpetuated the categories 
of a Soviet  weltanschauung ” ( Chatterjee  1999  , 23). Th e illiberal subject is produced by 
discursive practices ( Gerasimov  2002  , 214). At the same time, the individual (discursive) 
project in subject formation lies at the very core of Soviet large-scale transformation. 

 But is this “subjectivity”? According to the cultural historian Alexander Etkind, 
the “Soviet subjectivity” model replaces “Soviet terms such as ‘remaking’ ( peredelka ), 
‘reforging’ ( perekovka ), and ‘remolding’ ( pereplavka ), which are quite horrible in 
their application to humanity, with a universal idea of ‘subjectivity,’ ” which leads to a 
misperception of “Soviet subjectivity” as a “positive appreciation of the Soviet past”—
even as “applauding the regime” ( Etkind  2005  , 176). But Etkind also points toward a 
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larger problem of confl ating rhetoric with practice, aesthetics with ethics, the “aesthetic 
authenticity” of texts with their authors’ “ethical autonomy,” or freedom of moral choice. 
“Th ose early Soviets with whom Hellbeck and Halfi n are fascinated were free (at least in 
their diaries) to express their  subjective authenticity . Th ey were  not  autonomous (even in 
their diaries) in their choice between possible ideas of the good life. Th ey were sincere, 
but they were not free. Does this qualify as subjectivity?” (177, my italics) In Etkind’s 
analysis, the Soviet privileging of  authenticity  as a “primary force of subjectivity,” an 
authenticity that could be “extorted” in “specifi cally Soviet personnel procedures from 
party purges to investigative torture to the oral exams in universities,” is anti-modern; 
“Soviet subjectivity” is “a failed project.”   10    In other words, for Etkind, “subjectivity” 
seems to be equivalent to “freedom,” and is by necessity “modern,” “Western,” and “lib-
eral”; Soviet or illiberal subjectivity is a mere illusion of subjectivity. 

 Th e distinction between rhetoric and practice—that is, between a rhetoric that prom-
ises self-realization through transformation and the practice it justifi es—is precisely 
what becomes blurred in the socialist realist totalwork. Let’s assume that “subjectivity” 
includes both  interiority  (a capacity for thought, criticism, judgment, and imagination) 
and  agency  (the potential for action, for being an historical actor). How does the seep-
ing of propaganda into culture aff ect subject formation? In an essay linking Hannah 
Arendt’s analysis of totalitarianism with the documentary short stories of the gulag sur-
vivor Varlam Shalamov, the literary critic Svetlana Boym shows how interiority becomes 
a kind of agency in the give-and-take between imagination and judgment. 

 Boym argues that judging requires the subject to defamiliarize both experience 
(through the practice of thought) and “habits of thought” (through the challenging 
experience) ( Boym  2008  , 352). Imagination, like judgment, relies on “cultural common-
places” of the surrounding culture, but also “involves a capacity for self-distancing, for 
moving beyond individual psychology into the experience of the common world” (352). 
In this sense, judgment and imagination counter the power of the “hypnotic simula-
crum of the ideal Soviet territory” reproduced in Soviet socialist realism, which “helped 
to distract from and domesticate the powerful teleology of revolutionary violence that 
justifi ed sacrifi ce for the sake of paradise on earth” (343). Instead of “domesticating and 
naturalizing” the everyday mythologies of the authoritarian state (including terror), 
judgment and imagination defamiliarize them (350). Elsewhere Boym has analyzed 
Victor Shklovsky’s concept of defamiliarization ( ostranenie ) or “making strange,” the 
artist’s attempt to “ ‘return sensation’ to life itself, to reinvent the world, to experience it 
anew,” an “exercise of wonder, of thinking of the world as a question, not as a staging of a 
grand answer” and has connected it to Arendt’s “conception of distance that is opposed 
to both Marxist world alienation and romantic introspection” ( Boym  2005  , 587–588, 
600).   11    Th us judging and imagination are the kind of aesthetic practice (including think-
ing) that “work in counterpoint to the state’s aesthetic totalwork” ( Boym  2008  , 350). 

 Th e trace of interiority, then, serves as evidence that individual subjectivity does 
remain, despite its entangling in a sticky web of state-sponsored discourses and practices. 
Th e trace of interiority is not restricted to artistic texts, even if critical thinking (judgment 
and imagination, in Boym’s terms) operates as aesthetic practice (defamiliarization). 
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Yet Etkind’s concern about agency persists. Th e literary scholar Irina Paperno’s 
work on dreams may provide an answer to this concern. Paperno reads politicized 
dreams about the Stalin terror recorded in diaries, letters, and dream journals “as 
texts—stories about historically specifi c experiences” ( Paperno  2006  , 794). Politicized 
dreams “signify the irresistible penetration of the terror into the inner and most inti-
mate domains of people’s lives,” but not only as an instrument of terror (the terror-
izing of the self in dreams); dreams of Stalin also aff orded a way for “Soviet subjects 
to see themselves as actors on the social and historical scene; even to confront Stalin 
personally.”   12    Dream experience enacted a subjectivity based on “uncertainty about 
agency” and on “a modality that fused possibility, impossibility, and necessity” (824). 
In a sense, then, the trace of individual agency (potential for action) exists both as 
an experience of the self as part of a collective historical (and historically necessary) 
action, and as an anxiety about whether individual actions distinct from that collec-
tive action are possible. 

 In her analysis of Shalamov’s story “Dry Rations,” set in the camps of Kolyma, 
Svetlana Boym evaluates the possibility of agency outside of the collective trajectory of 
the Bolshevik historical narrative (the discursive web):

  Each prisoner reacts to the gasp of freedom by choosing a diff erent tactic: suicide, 
self-mutilation, the resilient survival of gulag veteran and writer-witness, and 
Fedia’s ambivalent lesson of pushing the boundaries of the zone. Each reaction is 
an unpredictable form of judging for oneself, a personal choice that does not agree 
with the offi  cial objectifi cation and subjugation of the: “human material.” Th us “Dry 
Rations” concerns not a  liberal  subjectivity that some historians love to hate but a 
 liminal  subjectivity that bends the barbed wire ever so slightly and yet signifi cantly.  
  ( Boym  2008  , 357)   

 Liminal subjectivity, which Boym connects not only with “individual acts of judg-
ing,” but also with “minor courageous acts,” calls to mind Tzvetan Todorov’s concept 
of the “ordinary virtues” that become heroic under extreme conditions.   13    Elsewhere 
Boym has written about the “poetics of blemish,” a form of aesthetic subversion that 
appears as “misprints” in the “offi  cial plot of history.”   14    Shalamov himself “insisted on 
leaving misprints and repetitions in his texts,” which, Boym notes, irritated “his help-
ful editors”; such blemishes preserve “traces of the singularity of experience and wit-
nessing” and echo a similar interest in blemish among other modernist writers “who 
also addressed issues of totalitarianism—in particular, Vladimir Nabokov and Milan 
Kundera” (348).

Boym’s connection of the aesthetic with the ethical in a metaphor that emphasizes 
reading is signifi cant. Recalling Dobrenko’s analysis of socialist realism cited above: “all 
reality outside of Socialist Realism was but the wilderness of everyday life, waiting to 
be rendered  fi t to be read and interpreted ” (my italics). Socialist realism produces the 
“offi  cial plot of history” to be read and understood; any “misprint” in the legible text 
can only obscure the meaning of history. Moreover, the Bolsheviks’ simultaneous con-
cern with literacy—both as a goal of their emancipatory ideology and as a measure of 
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its success—and with the legibility that total surveillance provides raises the stakes for 
“misprints,” heightening the potential for misreading.       

 Literacy vs. Legibility 

   Th e opposition between literacy and legibility provides another way to examine the 
Soviet enlightenment paradox mentioned above—that is, the tension between impulses 
toward controlling discourses and bodies (which includes propaganda) and of liberat-
ing them (which includes education). As James Scott has shown in his 1998 book  Seeing 
Like a State , modern states have sought to simplify the societies they govern, to make 
them more “legible,” in order to extract resources, revenue, and conscripts for the army. 
For Scott, “ultra-high modern” theories like those of Le Corbusier and Lenin seek to 
simplify on a massive scale for utopian reasons—in order to create a perfect society—
without worrying about the consequences to the ecosystem. Such massive simplifi ca-
tion or “legibility” projects also necessarily involve state control on a mass scale. Th e 
goal of total transparency that is so brilliantly satirized in Yevgeny Zamyatin’s vision of a 
city made entirely of glass (in his 1921 novel We) facilitates a system of total surveillance 
and control.   15    

 Th e obverse of the Soviet movement toward legibility is the campaign for literacy. 
Régis Debray has recently identifi ed the period of the “graphosphere,” the age of the 
dominance of print media (starting with the Gutenberg Revolution and ending with 
the “rise of TV”), and has located the “life-cycle of socialism” within this period, not-
ing the importance of typography, books, schools, and the workers’ press for socialist 
revolutionaries across time and space—including, of course, “emancipation through lit-
eracy”: socialism was all about reading and writing ( Debray  2007  , 12). In the Soviet con-
text, the success of the literacy campaign was one of the proudest accomplishments of 
the Bolshevik Party, but at the same time, the leadership was clearly aware that empow-
ering people in this way might entail risks.   16    

 Th e danger of “real” enlightenment, an enlightenment that might lead to criticism, 
was always fought through both censorship and surveillance, including surveillance 
of readers, who fi lled out questionnaires about what they read at the library or at their 
study groups. Librarians were very oft en responsible for watching readers, noting what 
people were reading, and asking readers to respond to questions about whether they 
enjoyed the book and why or why not. Reader surveillance was extremely important 
in the 1920s, when reader tastes were eagerly examined as part of the development of 
Soviet literary aesthetics; by the mid-1930s, when socialist realism became the “only 
method” for Soviet literature, those reader tastes had found their way into literary pol-
icy, and the socialist realist “method,” a fusion of “high,” “tendentious,” and “popular” 
literature, clearly refl ected mass taste as it could be determined from the various ques-
tionnaires. With socialist realism, readers could be led to the correct ideological analysis 
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not only by schools, newspapers, study groups, work supervisors, and the state, but also 
through their leisure activities—reading, art appreciation, theater, and music. Th e sur-
veillance of readers culminated at the First Writers’ Congress in 1934, when the doctrine 
of “socialist realism” was adopted, and delegations of readers from all over the Soviet 
Union and from all diff erent professions read offi  cial reports asking for the writers to 
give them literature that would be relevant to their lives as Soviet citizens.   17    In fact, we 
might consider the socialist realist aesthetic developed in the 1930s an attempt to make 
reading itself completely transparent and legible. 

 We might then posit a governing tension between literacy and legibility, between 
reading and being read. It is this duality between the literacy/legibility of the enlighten-
ment project, of the opacity of interiority and the transparency of a collective subjectiv-
ity or, more specifi cally, of freedom of thought (criticism) and discursive constraint that 
defi nes Soviet art. 

 While the issue of literacy and legibility would seem to point us toward literature, 
and much has been made of the “idolization of writers” in the Soviet Union and the 
“hypertrophy of the text, its aura enhanced by censorship” ( Debray  2007  , 12), cinema 
was always understood by the Bolsheviks as the best instrument for propaganda, for 
“organizing the masses”—as attested by repeated quotation of the adage attributed to 
Lenin that cinema was “the most important of the arts.” Cinema’s importance only grew 
in the Stalin era: as Evgeny Dobrenko has argued, “Cinema corresponded most fully 
with the very nature of Stalinist art; the Stalinist  Gesamtkunstwerk  required a synthesis 
of the arts, and precisely cinema turned out to be amenable to the synthesis of literature, 
the theatre, music and painting” ( Dobrenko  2008  , 4). Dobrenko points out that “the 
expansion of the screen coincided with the boom in totalitarian ideologies and manip-
ulating political technologies”; quoting Susan Sontag, he argues that, as in the novel, 
“the cinema presents us with a view of an action which is under control of the direc-
tor (writer) at every moment. . . . Th e camera is an absolute dictator.” In the 1930s, “the 
cinematographic phase of cultural development gradually replaced the literary phase” 
as part of a general cultural shift  “from an avant-garde elitist culture to a mass-appeal 
socialist realist culture.”   18    Even so, within the cinema of the Stalin era, the “status of the 
word increased enormously” ( Dobrenko  2008  , 5). Although Stalin’s personal interest in 
and enjoyment of cinema and his role as “censor-in-chief ” is well known, many schol-
ars insist that Stalin focused his censorship on verbal text (in particular, in the form 
of scripts) over image, and on the repression of screenwriters.   19    Th is suggestion of the 
greater potency of word over image would seem to indicate that, in Debray’s terms, the 
Soviet system under Stalin was still part of the “graphosphere.” Th is shift  found its nodal 
point in the mid-1930s, the moment of ascendance not only for socialist realism, but for 
sound cinema, which fed into that development; the mid-1930s also saw the establish-
ment of the Soviet fi lm industry, of thematic planning, of the fi rst cinema trade union, 
and the attempt to expand the network of fi lm distribution.   20    

 Th e tension between literacy and legibility lies at the crux of Dziga Vertov’s 1934 fi lm, 
 Th ree Songs of Lenin  ( Tri pesni o Lenine ), made to commemorate the tenth anniversary 
of Lenin’s death. Vertov’s 1934 fi lm has oft en been seen as a turning point in his own 
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development as a director, a move away from the avant-garde work of the 1920s and 
toward a more “Stalinist,” “ ‘religious’, or quasi ‘sacred’ cinematic discourse” in the 1930s 
( MacKay  2000  , 378). Constructed of documentary footage—both historical footage 
of Lenin’s life and death, and new footage shot on location around the Soviet Union—
the fi lm is divided into three sections: three “songs” based on songs allegedly written 
by women from the newly invented Central Asian republics (formerly known collec-
tively as Turkestan) and the Trans-Caucasian republic of Azerbaijan. Although it is a 
sound fi lm,  Th ree Songs  has little spoken text; the words of the songs are given on the 
soundtrack in various (non-Russian) languages and on screen through Russian inter-
titles. Th e soundtrack includes a mix of local music of the “Soviet East” (the songs of the 
title), Western classical music, Soviet patriotic marches, and the Internationale, several 
examples of speech recorded on location (one short speech of Lenin reproduced with-
out synchronized images in the second song, and four synchronized interviews with a 
shock-worker, an engineer, a collective farm worker, and a collective farm leader in the 
third song), the call of a mullah (in the fi rst song), and, toward the end of the second 
song and in the third song, noises, including gunshots, cannons, sirens, and a variety of 
industrial noises. In other words,  Th ree Songs of Lenin  oft en seems like a silent fi lm with 
an added soundtrack. As in Vertov’s earlier fi lms, images are linked primarily through 
logical and/or formal connections and false eyeline matches; for example, when in 
the second song a recurring shot of women sitting in a darkened room as though in a 
cinema or theater, looking off screen in the same direction, is succeeded by footage of 
Lenin’s corpse or Lenin’s funeral, we may assume that the women are looking at the same 
images as we are. 

 Th e reference to “songs” in the title extends Vertov’s play throughout his career with 
generic designations. His avant-garde masterpiece  Man with a Movie Camera  (1928) 
and fi rst sound fi lm  Enthusiasm (Symphony of the Donbass)  (1931) were referred to, 
grandly, as “symphonies,” while the later, more doctrinaire Stalinist fi lm  Lullaby  (1937) 
bears a simpler, folksier designation. Th e title  Th ree Songs of Lenin  embodies a generic 
tension; while suggesting a turn from avant-garde and documentary toward epic and 
history (“ pesni o ” is a typical epic title), the word “song” simultaneously motivates the 
fi lm’s structure, an arrangement of documentary material based on visual, literary, and 
poetic qualities. 

 Th e fi rst song demonstrates how women’s lives have changed under Soviet power; the 
second, an expansion of the twenty-fi rst issue of Vertov’s cinema journal  Kino-pravda  
(1925), retells the history of the Russian Revolution through Lenin’s life and death, 
focusing in particular on his funeral; and the third song showcases the achievements of 
Bolshevik power since Lenin’s death, reiterating, “If only Lenin could see us now!” As an 
example of the Lenin cult initiated under Stalin, the fi lm focuses on building up Lenin 
not only as an historical fi gure and founder of the Bolshevik Party, but as a folk hero and 
even a religious icon.   21    Th e fi lm’s advertising emphasized that it included newly discov-
ered archival footage of “the living Lenin” ( Vertov  1984  , 115). 

 Th e fi rst song of  Th ree Songs of Lenin  encodes the literacy/legibility dyad in the theme 
of unveiling, part of the Soviet modernization project in Central Asia. Th is segment of 
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the fi lm, titled “My Face Was in a Dark Prison,” aligns the unveiling of “the women of the 
East” with the urbanization of the countryside. One of James Scott’s main examples of a 
mass “ultra-high modern” simplifi cation, Soviet collectivization, is glorifi ed here, with 
“Lenin” becoming a metaphor for “springtime,” associated with water and light—which 
in turn is associated with “enlightenment.” Electrifi cation was one of the key Soviet cul-
tural metaphors for enlightenment; “unveiling” became a similar metaphor, particularly 
during the  hujum  or “attack” of the late 1920s on Central Asian traditions and customs, 
which included a campaign for forced unveiling of women.   22    

 In the fi rst song, the desert is irrigated; electricity is brought to the villages; crops 
grow—but most importantly, women unveil themselves and are enlightened ( Figure 
 4.1  ). One woman is singled out in recurring images and used as a visual narrative device, 
linking together the varied documentary material ( Figure  4.2  ). We see her at her win-
dow, then coming out into the street, walking to the women’s club. Th is “enlightened” 
woman is fi rst pictured at the window of her house in a typical visual rhetorical move for 
Soviet cinema, looking off screen ostensibly toward the bright future that beckons; but 
she is also holding a book. Enlightenment (“a ray of truth . . . the dawn of Lenin’s truth,” 
as the intertitle informs us) comes not only from unveiling and from the “electrifi cation 
of the whole country,” but through literacy. Th e women at the women’s club are learn-
ing how to read—not just anything, but the works of Lenin that we see, later in the fi lm, 
carried across the screen on conveyer belts, the product of the Taylorist, rationalized, 
mechanized labor that the fi lm promotes ( Figure 4. 3  ).                

 
   figure 4.1    Unveiling.     Source:   Th ree Songs of Lenin , dir. Dziga Vertov, Mezhrabpomfi lm,  1934.   
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   figure 4.2    Th e Enlightened Woman.     Source:  Th ree Songs of Lenin , dir. Dziga Vertov, Mezhrabpomfi lm, 1934.   

 
   figure 4.3    Enlightenment as Literacy.     Source:  Th ree Songs of Lenin , dir. Dziga Vertov, Mezhrabpomfi lm, 1934.   
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  Th ree Songs of Lenin  epitomizes the early Soviet nationalities’ policy of 
“state-sponsored evolutionism,” in which the Russian “vanguard” would “push forward” 
the various “backwards” peoples of the Soviet Union along the “Marxist timeline of 
historical development,” toward a common international—or post-national—future.   23    
Vertov combines footage from several diff erent parts of the Soviet Union, with com-
pletely disparate local customs—including varying traditions of women’s seclusion and 
veiling—into a single image of backwardness and oppression of women that can then 
be “electrifi ed” by Lenin and his (vanguard) agents: electricity and the tractor. Vertov’s 
fi lm imagines this process as a massive web of electrifi cation/enlightenment, conducted 
through print media, radio, and cinema. (In the second song, footage from Lenin’s 
funeral is interspersed with shots of women in a darkened room looking off screen, and 
shots of diff erent women listening to a radio, apparently suggesting that the women of 
the Soviet periphery are watching and/or listening to some kind of Lenin commemora-
tion occurring in Moscow.) “Enlightenment” radiates from the center—from the metro-
pole, Moscow, and from the ultimate vanguard of the proletariat, Lenin, or at least his 
corpse, which “lights” the “Lenin’s little lamps” and communicates via radio.           

 In  Th ree Songs of Lenin , the theme of legibility intersects with the theme of enlighten-
ment/literacy: we see images of a child being weighed and measured; women unveiling 
themselves, learning to read, driving a tractor, fi xing a tractor; a light being turned on in 
a yurt ( Figure  4.4  ) as a woman tunes in by radio to a report from Red Square ( Figure  4.5  ); 
and, later in the fi lm, a new Central Asian Agricultural-Pedagogical Institute; and a young 
Central Asian woman looking through a microscope ( Figure  4.6  ). Nature can be surveyed, 

 
   figure  4.4    Enlightenment as Electrifi cation.     Source:   Th ree Songs of Lenin , dir. Dziga Vertov, 
Mezhrabpomfi lm,  1934.   
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   figure  4.5    Periphery connected with Center via  Radio.     Source:   Th ree Songs of Lenin , dir. Dziga 
Vertov, Mezhrabpomfi lm,  1934.   

 
   figure 4.6    Modern Legibility.     Source:   Th ree Songs of Lenin , dir. Dziga Vertov, Mezhrabpomfi lm, 1934.   
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measured, and controlled; people can be surveyed, measured, and controlled. Th e illeg-
ible becomes legible; dark becomes light; the hidden becomes visible; the blind become 
sighted; the oppressed become enlightened and learn to read the world around them as it 
becomes progressively more transparent.   24    Th e  hujum  is about making the illegible local 
cultures of Central Asia legible to the Russian metropole. Unveiling is the ultimate expres-
sion of the ambivalent coexistence of enlightenment and legibility.      

 Th roughout the fi lm, the image of Lenin’s corpse serves as an icon that illuminates the 
Bolshevik truth: of individual liberation (unveiling, literacy) that has meaning only as 
part of a mass modernization project. In the fi rst song, we learn that Lenin “made light 
of darkness, a garden of the desert, and life of death”; he “convinced the weak and the 
poor that a million specks of sand make a dune, that a million grains make a sack, that 
a million of the weak are a mighty force.” Light and eternal life are inextricably linked 
with collectivization—with the irrigation and cultivation of the Central Asian steppe—
and industrialization. Th e third song sings of Soviet industrialization, showcasing 
the projects of the Five-Year Plans. Most of these projects—Magnitogorsk, the White 
Sea-Baltic Canal, the Moscow-Volga Canal—were built using forced labor, in part or 
in full: thus the fi lm concludes with a model of total control.   25    But more important for 
our purposes is the emphasis on transparency. Th is third segment of the fi lm features 
documentary-style interviews with individual Soviet citizens (all apparently European) 
who attest to their participation in the course of history. One woman, the shockworker 
Maria Belik, modestly tells the story of how she was awarded the Order of Lenin for her 
work at the Dnieper Hydroelectric Dam construction site aft er she fell into a vat of con-
crete, climbed out, dried off , and fi nished her shift , overfulfi lling the plan. Vertov’s use 
of synchronized sound at this point, aft er an asynchronous montage of sound and image 
throughout the rest of the fi lm, creates the impression of a total laying bare of the people 
being interviewed.   26    Th ese ordinary “working-class heroes” become transparent.   27    

 But the enlightenment achieved by the Central Asian women in the fi rst and second 
songs of  Th ree Songs of Lenin  diff ers from the transparency achieved by the Europeans 
in the third song. Th e women of the “Soviet East” go to the women’s club to read ( Figure 
 4.3  ), to play musical instruments, to have their children weighed and measured, to 
study, to watch movies about Lenin (the second song is framed as some kind of Lenin 
commemoration attended by women at the women’s club); they learn to drive and 
repair tractors; they listen to radio reports from Red Square ( Figure  4.5  ); they attend 
the Agricultural-Pedagogical Institute; they learn to use a microscope ( Figure  4.6  ). In 
particular, the “enlightened woman” of the fi rst song who holds a book and looks out 
the window off screen, apparently toward the future—linked by false eyeline matches 
with shots of young Pioneers marching, apparently also into the bright future—pres-
ents us with an image of enlightenment as thought ( Figure  4.2  ). As the fi lm scholar John 
MacKay has noted, this woman is not simply reading, but writing: the previous shots of 
the old, prerevolutionary, “blind” way of life and the vision of marching Pioneers seem to 
be “fl ashbacks or meditations, ‘interior’ to [her] consciousness”; her subjectivity struc-
tures the material. Using a “subjective, psychological pivot” to link “the passage from the 
Old to the New” is a new rhetorical move for Vertov ( MacKay  2000  , 382). Such off screen 
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glances in Stalin-era fi lm are generally associated with (reverse-shot) fantasies of the 
Great Leader ( Shcherbenok  2009  ), but  Th ree Songs  does not provide this kind of suture.   28    
While MacKay has laid to rest the hypothesis that  Th ree Songs  did not contain images of 
Stalin and formed a kind of “structuring absence,” the presence of Stalin in the fi lm did 
not structure the fi lm in the expected manner: Stalin, like all the other ordinary citizens 
shown in the fi lm, simply fulfi lls Lenin’s testament ( MacKay  2000  , 386). One of these 
ordinary people in fact attains something more: subjectivity in the sense of interiority. 

 Th e enlightened woman’s thoughtful, intense off screen gaze signals the dangers of 
enlightenment: the unveiled “women of the East” can now not only read, but write; 
they can think, criticize, and challenge authority. Instead of following what James 
Scott calls the “one-way transmission of information and ideas” of propaganda, revo-
lution becomes “a complex social event involving the wills and knowledge of many 
human agents, of which the vanguard party [is] only one element” (Scott 1998, 155, 
170). By “one-way transmission,” Scott means Lenin’s conception of agitation and 
propaganda; whereas the “complex social event” refers to Rosa Luxemburg’s vision 
of revolution as a “living process.” Scott contrasts Luxemburg’s model of a vanguard 
party that produces a “creative, conscious, competent, and empowered working class” 
to Lenin’s view of the vanguard party as “a machine for making a revolution and then 
for building socialism,” a means and not an end. It is interesting in this regard that the 
“enlightened woman” seen at the window in Vertov’s fi lm has been identifi ed as Aishat 
Gasanova, a Party activist ( MacKay  2000  , 382). Despite its inexorable orientalist link-
ing of periphery (Central Asia) to metropole (Moscow) not only in spatial terms, but 
in a Marxian historical trajectory that the East must inevitably follow,  Th ree Songs of 
Lenin  presents Bolshevism as having real potential for empowerment: the “women of 
the East” are not just part of the mass of newly legible and literate workers and peas-
ants but have the potential to become part of the vanguard, as in Luxemburg’s model of 
“living process.” 

  Th ree Songs of Lenin  received wide distribution and positive reviews from around 
the Soviet Union and recognition for Vertov; it was even cited by Boris Shumyatsky, 
the head of the centralized Soviet fi lm industry, in his 1935 book on socialist realism in 
cinema. According to Shumyatsky,  Th ree Songs  “bears witness to the transition by even 
the ideologists of the factographic documentary fi lm to the positions of socialist real-
ism”; the fi lm was “organized, connected, and ideologically moulded fi ctional material” 
( Shumyatsky  1994  , 365–366). But  Th ree Songs  is constructed out of fragments of histori-
cal “fact,” or documents, which have been strung like beads into a loose rhetorical struc-
ture; it is a sound fi lm that eschews dialogue, instead using poetic intertitles (the texts 
of the songs) and a challenging soundtrack that mixes Western classical music, Soviet 
patriotic marches, the Internationale, and the local music of the “Soviet East” with a few 
“unstaged” recordings of sound and speech. Its fragmentary nature both on the visual 
and sound tracks renders gaps in the rhetorical structure that must be fi lled in by the 
viewer. Despite its clear propaganda function as a Lenin cult fi lm,  Th ree Songs  has more 
in common structurally with the art of the avant-garde  faktoviki  (factographers) than 
with the hero-centered formulae of socialist realism.   29    
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 Unlike the major fi lm hit of 1934, the Vasiliev “brothers’ ”  Chapaev , an adapta-
tion of Dmitry Furmanov’s documentary prose work of the same name, Vertov’s fi lm 
retains a documentary aesthetic. Although like  Chapaev ,  Th ree Songs  is loosely struc-
tured around a biography—no less than the biography of Lenin—it never becomes 
a biographical fi lm with a clear unifying narrative. Its dazzling array of footage from 
around the Soviet Union and its newly discovered footage of Lenin do not quite become 
a “museum of the revolution” in Dobrenko’s terms; rather, the incompletely assimilated 
footage recalls Vertov’s commitment to the fantasy of a universal archive of “unplayed” 
(unstaged, nonfi ction) cinema. Dobrenko notes the “complex link” between the archive 
and the museum: “If the archive is the basis of the historian’s work in the restoration 
of the past, then the museum is the basis for offi  cial myth and the institution for the 
installation of the artifi cial past” ( Dobrenko  2008  , 5). Th e historical museum of Stalinist 
cinema, in Dobrenko’s analysis, functions to legitimize and control the institutional-
ized past and, through historical narrative, to legitimize the Stalinist present ( Dobrenko 
 2008  , 12–13, 18–19). In this sense Dobrenko’s museum bears comparison with Hayden 
White’s (1978) model of historical narrative as a fi ction-like familiarization of other-
wise incomprehensible, oft en traumatic events: and we return full circle to the dialec-
tical relationship between “familiarization,” “automatism,” “sedation,” “normalization,” 
“legitimatization”—or whatever we chose to call the “something” that socialist realism 
“does” to reality—and the famous Russian avant-garde function of defamiliarization. 

 Here again we might note Petrov’s caution: both the “reality” and the “distortion” are 
part and parcel of the same historical phenomenon; we can extrapolate from this to sug-
gest that the apparent authenticity of documentary footage is in fact as illusory as that of 
the most extravagant Stalinist musicals. For socialist realism, however, there was a dif-
ference between the loosely strung beads from Vertov’s archive and the tightly scripted 
historical narratives of mythological heroes: despite the advent of sound cinema, Vertov 
chose to continue putting his fi lms together in a “poetic” or “musical” structure. As Ian 
Christie has shown, sound cinema posed a serious challenge to 1920s Soviet avant-garde 
fi lm aesthetics. Christie emphasizes the importance to the montage school of Boris 
Eikhenbaum’s concept of “inner speech,” that is, the viewer’s “constant subjective ‘accom-
paniment’ to the experience of fi lm viewing,” making “the connection between separate 
shots.” According to Christie, “if ‘inner speech’ provides the guarantee of fi lm intelligibil-
ity, it is also the basis on which fi lmic metaphor and other rhetorical structures depend.” 
Th e danger to “inner speech” presented by the “outer speech” of sound cinema (in par-
ticular, dialogue) was of transforming the spectator from an active participant in mak-
ing meaning in a “poetic interplay of inner speech and montage fi gures” into a “passive 
eavesdropper” ( Christie  1982  , 38). Although Vertov’s 1934 fi lm provides far more nar-
rative signposts, and is far more “accessible” (in Shumyatsky’s terms) to the viewer than 
any of his previous work, nonetheless it avoids dialogue altogether, and includes only a 
few monologues, such as a recording of a Lenin speech and three interviews with work-
ers. Th e bulk of the fi lm’s literary text consists of the “songs” conveyed on the soundtrack 
in languages other than Russian, and in Russian through intertitles. To assimilate these 
texts with the oft en metaphorical images requires the activation of inner speech. 
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 If propaganda represents the limitation (or domestication) of thought, art—at least as 
an ideal—represents the liberation of thought. Th e gap between what is said and what is 
meant, between the representation and the actual object, between the signifi er and the 
signifi ed: this is the gap (of a “misprint”) that allows misunderstanding, interpretation, 
and, most importantly, criticism. In the case of  Th ree Songs of Lenin , the elisions in the 
soundtrack—which provides speech only to Lenin and the evidently European Soviet 
worker, engineer, collective farm worker, and collective farm leader, but not to the “women 
of the East,” whose devotion to Lenin is conveyed only in song—function to defamiliarize 
the “offi  cial plot of history” (Boym) that the fi lm presents, to activate the gap, and thereby 
the viewer’s active participation in the production of meaning. In this sense, subjectivity 
resides not in the “simulacrum of the ideal Soviet territory” ( Boym  2008  ) constructed in 
 Th ree Songs , but rather in the viewer’s participation in that construction. 

 In the Stalin era, even the most committed author was vulnerable to having his or 
her works misinterpreted by the implied reader that hovered over everything: not only 
the censors, but the secret police (and in the Stalin era, Stalin).   30    We might simply chalk 
up the potential for misreading to the nature of certain literary tropes—most obvi-
ously metaphor—in which what is said is diff erent from what is meant. Aft er all, when 
one uses indirect means of expression, there is always the possibility of being misun-
derstood. Th e genres that use more of the indirect modes of narrative discourse (such 
as free indirect speech   31   ) are more vulnerable to multivalent readings. Such genres 
require the reader’s/viewer’s participation in the production of meaning through “inner 
speech,” the subjective connection of parts of the artistic work into a coherent whole—
that is, through thought. As the standard bearer for the 1960s and 1970s Soviet school 
of “poetic cinema,” Dziga Vertov is a perfect example of the use of indirect modes that 
activate inner speech. Th e tension in Vertov’s work between the illusory objectivity of 
documentary modes and the opacity of poetry makes space for the subject. 

 Th e Soviet enlightenment paradox—the tension between literacy (opacity, emancipa-
tion, education, art) and legibility (transparency, control, indoctrination, propaganda)—
mimics the gap between the object and its representation. Th e dream of total legibility 
attempts to overcome or abolish this gap, while the obverse goal of literacy instead relies 
on the gap, the same gap between signifi er and signifi ed on which art depends. Th e mud-
dling of the categories of “art” and “propaganda” that results from the legibility/literacy 
dialectic is surely not unique to the Soviet 1930s, emerging in religious contexts as early 
as the Counter-Reformation. But such blurring manifests itself especially starkly in 
Soviet socialist realism—as exemplifi ed in the visual rhetoric of Vertov’s fi lm.       
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      Notes   

       1  .  American scholarship on the Soviet Union has until fairly recently tended to view “every 
aspect of Soviet history through the prism of (il)legitimacy” ( Corney  2004  , 4).   

       2  .  Taylor diff erentiates between propaganda and education as follows, citing 
J.A.C. Brown: “ ‘education’ teachers people  how  to think, while ‘propaganda’ teaches them 
 what  to think.” Taylor 1998, 12, citing    Brown  ,   Techniques of Persuasion: From Propaganda 
to Brainwashing   (Harmondsworth,  1963 ),  21  .   

       3  .     V I.   Lenin  , from “ What Is to Be Done? ,” in   Collected Works  , vol. 5 (Moscow,  1961 ),  409–410  ; 
as cited in  Taylor 1998,  28–29  .   

       4  .   Lenoe 2004,  28  . Lenoe notes that “propaganda” would include “teaching peasants and 
proletarians to read, drawing them into political life, transforming their worldview, even 
instructing them in hygiene” (28). Th us an agitation campaign could mobilize people to 
“liquidate illiteracy” and join a reading circle, but the actual education of people, e.g., 
teaching them to read, was part of the function of propaganda. On the agitation/propaganda 
distinction in Dziga Vertov’s  Kino-Eye  (1924) as part of that fi lm’s “metadiscursive” 
refl ection on “types of media practice,” in which posters serve as agitation while kino-eye 
cinema engages in propaganda, see  MacKay  2013  .   

       5  .  Prior to the 1930s, even publications produced in the gulag, clearly an extremely restricted 
arena of publication, may include unexpected voices. See, for example, Ilya Gerasimov, 
“Before the Dark: (Re)Forging of the New Soviet Man in the 1920’s: Testimonies of the 
Participants,” [in Russian] in  Ab Imperio ’s special issue on “Th e Analysis of Subjectivization 
Practices,” 3/2002: 297–320.   

       6  .  Benjamin 1968, 242. Benjamin opposes the “situation of politics which Fascism is rendering 
aesthetic” to the Communist response of “politicizing art.”   

       7  .  Havel 1991, 141, 137; Dobrenko 2004, 700. Havel describes the wider phenomenon of what 
he calls “post-totalitarianism” in the entire “Soviet bloc.”   

       8  .  George Soros has recently argued against what he calls the “Enlightenment fallacy,” that 
is, that “freedom of speech and thought” of an “open society” guarantees better laws and 
“a better understanding of reality.” Instead, Soros has come to believe that even an open 
society can be threatened by “propaganda methods”: this is because thinking itself “has a 
manipulative function as well as a cognitive one” ( Soros 2011,  14  ). He implies, then, that 
manipulative thinking is the dark side of critical thinking: Soros’s analysis thus suggests 
how the subject of totalitarianism can become its author. Taking this further, we might 
diff erentiate between active thinking (whether critical or manipulative) and passive 
thinking, or conformity.   

       9  .  See the special issue  “ Resistance to Authority in Russia and the Soviet Union ,”   Kritika   
 1  ( Winter   2000 ) , especially    Anna   Krylova  , “ Th e Tenacious Liberal Subject in Soviet 
Studies ,”  145  .   

       10  .   Etkind 2005,  177, 180  . In this sense Etkind implies that even the “true believer”—that is, the 
person who believes in Bolshevik truth—cannot be free. For Petrov, on the other hand, “the 
question of belief is suspended” in Stalinist socialism: the “objectivity of the happening” 
of socialism renders the “subjective belief ” irrelevant (887–888). Here we see an overlap 
between Etkind’s post-Soviet return to a kind of totalitarian model and Petrov’s radical 
Heideggerian reading: in both cases, belief is subverted to practice.   

       11  .  Boris Groys, who defi nes socialist realism in terms of its “automatization of perception,” 
like Boym opposes socialist realism to the “defamiliarization” championed by the Russian 
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avant-garde. Similarly, Václav Havel discusses the “blind automatism” of what he calls the 
“post-totalitarian system” and opposes it to “the attempt to live within the truth,” which, 
by “breaking the rules of the game,” exposes it “as a mere game” and “shatters the world of 
appearances” (135, 146-47). For Havel, however, human agency is crucial as the only way out 
of the Heideggerian impasse is through an “existential revolution”: “Western democracy” 
off ers no easy fi xes. As Havel explains, “Th e automatism of the post-totalitarian system 
is merely an extreme version of the global automatism of technological civilization. Th e 
human failure that it mirrors is only one variant of the general failure of modern humanity” 
(206–207).   

       12  .  Paperno 2006, 823. One interesting aspect of Paperno’s analysis is her assertion that 
“dreams from Hitler’s Germany” as collected by    Charlotte   Beradt   (  Das Dritte Reich des 
Traumes  ,  München :  Nymphenburger ,  1966 )  “do not display such historical consciousness” 
of participation in the process of history that she observes in the Stalin-era diaries (823).   

       13  .  Todorov’s analysis of Soviet and Nazi concentration camps starts from the obvious position 
that “if an individual’s every action is determined by the orders of those above him and the 
need to survive, then he has no freedom left  at all; no longer can he truly exercise his will 
and chose one behavior over another. And where there is no choice, there is also no place 
for any kind of moral life whatsoever” ( Todorov 1996,  33  ). But he quickly moves away 
from this assumption, arguing that although the philosophy underlying the creation of 
the camps is to “transform human beings into whatever those wielding power desire,” and 
so appear as “the ultimate fulfi llment” (38) of the ideologies and doctrines of the state, the 
conduct of prisoners under these extreme conditions belie that expectation: “all suff ering 
is not alike” (42). Todorov uncovers how virtues, both “heroic” (based on principle) and 
“ordinary” (based on sympathy), are “acts of will, individual eff orts of refusal to accept 
what seems an implacable necessity” (15).   

       14  .  As Boym points out, the concept of liminal subjectivity has relevance to Russia today, 
in an atmosphere of “closing of archives, rewriting of history books, the censorship and 
self-censorship that is imposed on most political debate”: “When history becomes heritage, 
there is little space for critical questioning. Shalamov’s work reveals [ . . . ] how easy it is to 
domesticate terror and erase minor courageous acts as mere misprints in the offi  cial plot of 
history.”  Boym  2008  , 363. On her “poetics of blemish,” see  Boym  1994  , 242.   

       15  .  Jacques Rancière (2006) has connected the cinema, “writing with light,” to the Bolshevik 
Revolution: “It was the kingdom of shadows destined to become a kingdom of light, a 
writing of movement that, like the railway and  with  it, could not but merge into the very 
movement of the revolution” (166).   

       16  .  Although Lenin famously said that every cook could run the government, James C. Scott 
shows that was never his intention. Even as late as 1917 in  State and Revolution , “Lenin’s 
high-modernist convictions still pervade the text” to a great extent, and in particular, his 
urge to organize the spontaneity of the masses: “thousands subordinating their will to 
the will of one” (Lenin), a “smoothly humming machine” (Le Corbusier) (161, 163). Scott, 
chap. 5.   

       17  .  See    Dobrenko 1997  ,  Making of the State Reader  ;    Brooks 1982  , “ Studies of the Reader in 
the 1920s ” ;    Gorham 2003  ,  Speaking in Soviet Tongues  . Examples of reader response from 
Dobrenko 1997 at times reproduce popular tastes, as he argues; at others, we see the same 
kind of attempt to say something “intelligent” that aff ects Nielsen homes today: “A useful 
book. From it I found out how the peasants lived in the old days” (126). “Useful. It teaches 
that you have to believe in the cause the Revolution started” (126). “Most of all i don’t like 
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books when you read and read, and they don’t tell you everything at the end” (127). “For us 
readers, a writer is a guide who directs our thoughts from the point of view of the working 
class, to a certain ideology” (127).   

       18  .   Dobrenko  2008  , 3 (for the fi rst quote), 113–114, citing    Sontag  ,   Against Interpretation and 
Other Essays   ( New York :  Dell ,  1966 ):  243–244  , and    N.   Khrenov  , “ Dialog kino i literatury 
v kontekste protivorechii razvitiia kul’tury 20-40-kh godov ,” in   Ekrannye iskusstva i 
literatura. Zvukovoe kino   ( Moscow :  Nauka ,  1994 ),  166  .   

       19  .  On Stalin as “censor-in-chief,” see Miller 2010, 63-66, and Belodubrovskaya 2011; on Stalin’s 
focus on text over image in censorship and repression, see  Dobrenko  2008  , 5. Miller suggests 
that the purges of the 1930s aff ected bureaucrats in the cinema industry far more than any of 
the actual artistic workers (71–90). For notes on Stalin’s evening screenings at the Kremlin 
(including his comments and discussions), as taken by Boris Shumyatsky, see Troshin 2002.   

       20  .  On the fi lm industry, see Miller 2010; on the development of sound, see Christie 1982.   
       21  .  On the Lenin cult, see  Tumarkin 1983, especially chaps.  6–7  . Tumarkin cites the horrifi ed 

responses of Trotsky, Kamenev, and Krupskaia to the notions of burying Lenin “in the 
Russian manner” and embalming and transforming Lenin’s remains “into a relic” (174–175). 
See also Michelson 1992 on  Th ree Songs of Lenin  and its “particularly complex convergence 
of the iconic and the indexical” (122). John MacKay notes that Michelson’s analysis is part 
of the critical consensus that sees this fi lm as a turning point in Vertov’s career, toward a 
“ ‘religious’ or quasi ‘sacred’ cinematic discourse” in the 1930s ( MacKay  2000  , 378).   

       22  .  On veiling and seclusion, see Edgar 2003. MacKay points out that even before the  hujum , 
there was a tradition of Soviet discourse on veiling that represented the veil as “a kind of 
imposed blindness” ( MacKay  2000  , 381). On unveiling both before and aft er the  hujum , see 
 Kamp 2008, esp. chaps.  6–8  .   

       23  .   Hirsch 2005,  6–9  . Terry Martin (2001) also discusses this at great length in his  Affi  rmative 
Action Empire , but his (attractive) term is limiting because it refers to the specifi c policies 
of “advancing” various nationalities by promoting them. I am borrowing “post-national” 
from  Salazkina 2010,  83  .   

       24  .  As MacKay points out, “For Vertov, the ability to see is virtually tantamount to the ability 
to understand and to confront one’s oppressor:  tantamount to possession of power, in 
short” ( MacKay  2000  , 381). It is worth noting that images of a legible modernity occur in 
documentaries from many countries, not only Soviet documentaries. What is unique here 
is the nexus of legibility and literacy.   

       25  .  On forced labor at construction sites, see Khlevniuk 2004; on the theory of  perekovka  or 
“reforging” of convicts into “new men” through hard labor, see Ruder 1998.   

       26  .  As Vertov explained in a 1934 speech about the fi lm, “It is possible, by means of the kino-eye 
to remove a man’s mask, to obtain a bit of kinopravda,” an aspiration he attained in the 
fi lming of Maria Belik, specifi cally through “the synchrony of word and thought” ( Vertov 
 1984  , 124).   

       27  .  See   Fitzpatrick 1999, 74  ; cited in  MacKay  2000  , 382, 389n42.   
       28  .  On suture in Stalinist cinema, see Shcherbenok 2009; on spectatorship in late 1930s 

Soviet cinema, see Eakin Moss 2009, who argues that such fi lms “used the powerfully 
manipulative devices of cinema” to take socialist realism “to a higher order of propaganda 
in the late 1930s, attempting not just to whitewash viewers perceptions of reality, but 
also to modify their perceptions of themselves” (157–158). Here, again, the construction 
of an “illiberal subjectivity” is key; as Eakin Moss points out, the “alternative spectator 
positions” of these fi lms do not necessarily have a “liberating eff ect.” Vertov’s 1934 fi lm is, 
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in this sense, quite diff erent from his 1937 fi lm  Lullaby , which Eakin Moss analyzes as “a 
monstrous ritual of women giving themselves and their children up to Stalin” (166).   

       29  .  MacKay argues that Vertov “found a way of accommodating the ‘populist’ and centralizing 
imperatives of the new 1930s cultural order within his already fully formed, fundamentally 
constructivist artistic worldview and style” ( MacKay  2000  , 379).   

       30  .  When analyzing these works today, we are oft en tempted to read subversive intent everywhere. 
As Gregory Carleton has cautioned, “arguing that the presence of inconsistency or ambiguity 
equals antistate hostility can become a slippery slope”; if we push our analysis too far, we can 
wind up fi nding subversion in almost any Soviet work of art ( Carleton 1998,   151  ).   

       31  .  See Pasolini 1976 on cinema and poetry.           
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          chapter 5 

 narrative and 
mendacit y:  anti-semitic 

propaganda in nazi 
germany    

    jeffrey herf    

              During World War II and the Holocaust, Nazi propagandists used the instruments of 
dictatorship and the repression of a free press to spread lies and suppress essential facts. 
Th ey lied about the origins of World War II and the supposed role of the Jews in the war. 
Th ey suppressed any factual details regarding the mass murder of Jews either by SS kill-
ing units behind the Eastern Front or in the death camps and ghettos established by the 
Nazi regime. Yet, in addition to the lies and suppression of fact, the narrative dimensions 
of the propaganda were of equal if not even-greater signifi cance in accounting for its 
causal importance as incitement to mass murder. From January 30, 1939, nine months 
before Hitler began World War II with the invasion of Poland, until he committed sui-
cide in his Berlin bunker on May 1, 1945, he and his leading propagandists repeated 
a consistent story about World War II and the Jews. In notorious speeches and essays, 
printed on the front pages of major newspapers in Germany and around the world, and 
broadcast on national radio, they said that Germany was surrounded, threatened, and 
attacked by a powerful international Jewish conspiracy intent on the extermination of 
the German people.   1    Th is story, one in which mendacity was inseparable with a narra-
tive of conspiracy, became Hitler’s central justifi cation for implementing the Holocaust, 
the mass murder of Europe’s Jews. 

 Radical anti-Semitism, and the conspiracy theories it spawned, provided the inter-
pretative framework or prism through which the Nazi leadership understood and mis-
understood events. Anti-Semitism was not only a bundle of prejudices and hatreds. It 
was—and remains—also an ideology, that is, a set of propositions that serve to interpret 
and lend meaning to the course of events. Th is focus on Nazism’s murderous narrative 
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and on anti-Semitism as a mendacious, interpretative framework diff ers from previ-
ous assessments that focused primarily on propaganda as an instrument wielded by 
a clever and deceitful elite whose purpose was to divert attention from political and 
economic problems onto a vulnerable scapegoat. Th e rationalist bias inherent in such 
an approach always had diffi  culty in explaining why anti-Semitism should have led to 
a “Final Solution,” that is, to the Holocaust. Why would a regime eliminate, rather than 
preserve a group of people who were supposedly essential as a scapegoat onto which 
social and economic frustrations could be defl ected?   2    In the process of focusing on 
the causal impact of the anti-Semitic narrative of Nazi propaganda, terms taken from 
literary criticism, such as “metanarrative” and “emplotment” of events, enter into his-
torical analysis.   3    For the historian, interest in the narrative dimensions of propaganda 
draws attention to the connective pattern and the script that allows propagandists to 
assimilate events to an overall framework. It does not need to imply adoption of post-
modernist cynicism regarding our ability to distinguish truth from lies or fact from 
fi ction or to refrain from assessing the truth content of narratives. On the contrary, 
it complements these distinctions that remain at the core of the discipline of history.   4    
At his fi rst press conference as Minister of Propaganda and Public Enlightenment on 
March 16, 1933, Joseph Goebbels declared that “nothing in the world exists without 
a tendency. . . . Th ere is no such thing as absolute objectivity.”   5    Historians of Nazism 
are acutely aware that cynicism about objectivity and the conviction that power deter-
mines truth were defi ning features of Nazi propaganda long before such skepticism 
became fashionable in the academy. 

 Th e evidence of private diaries, confi dential government documents, and pub-
lished and broadcast speeches and essays indicates that however useful anti-Semitism 
was as a political instrument, Hitler and his associates believed its core assertions. 
Th ey were not cynics about their deepest convictions about the Jews. Th e story that 
Hitler and his offi  cials told Germans and a world public was the same story that they 
shared with one another in private. Th is public narrative was that a real world politi-
cal actor called “international” or “world Jewry” was waging a war of extermination 
against the “Fatherland.” Good Germans, according to this story, were fi ghting a noble 
war of self-defense and retaliation. From 1939 to 1945, this ideologically driven frame-
work of paranoia and projection was the handmaiden of aggression and genocide. 
Nazi propaganda drove home the supposed connection between World War II, which 
the Nazis oft en called “the Jewish war,” and the Holocaust across various media plat-
forms: Hitler’s speeches; the essays and speeches of the Minister of Propaganda and 
Public Enlightenment, Joseph Goebbels; thousands of directives given to the press on a 
daily basis by Otto Dietrich, Chief of the Reich Press Offi  ce whose infl uence shaped the 
headlines and lead articles of the national press; in weekly posters plastered in public 
spaces in the Th ird Reich; and in weekly newsreels, the  Wochenschau  (Weekly News) 
shown in theatres around the country. 

 It is fi tting that, at the time, a literary scholar and an art historian came closest to grasp-
ing the narrative and interpretive dimensions of Nazi propaganda. Viktor Klemperer, 
a German scholar of comparative literature, wrote the following in his diary in June 
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1944: “However much I resisted it,  the Jew  is in every respect the center of the language 
of the Th ird Reich, indeed  of its whole view of the epoch .”   6    Th e young E. H. Gombrich, 
who subsequently gained fame as an art historian, worked at the British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) translating and analyzing German wartime radio propaganda. 
A quarter century later, Gombrich wrote that Nazi propaganda created a mythic world 
by “transforming the political universe into a confl ict of persons and personifi cations” 
in which a virtuous young Germany fought manfully against evil schemers, above all the 
Jews. It was, he wrote, “this gigantic persecution mania, this paranoiac myth that [held] 
the various strands of German propaganda together.” He concluded that what was char-
acteristic of Nazi propaganda was “less the lie than the imposition of a paranoiac pattern 
on world events.”   7    Th at said, the paranoid pattern rested on a set of falsehoods, espe-
cially regarding the causes and nature of World War II. 

 Because depiction of an international Jewish conspiracy was so important for 
Nazism’s wartime propaganda, the regime’s leaders were far more preoccupied with 
what the Jews were alleged to have done than with racial biology, eugenics, the size and 
shape of noses and ears, or about sexuality. All of these latter themes served to fan hatred 
and intolerance toward Jews, but they were not the distinctively genocidal components 
of radical anti-Semitism. Instead they were expressed in the core anti-Semitic narrative 
regarding World War II. Th is conspiratorial connection between the Jews and the war 
comprised a mid-twentieth-century version of the medieval blood libel. It accompanied 
and facilitated the leap from persecution to extermination in Nazi policy toward the 
Jews.   8    Like its religious predecessors, the Nazi version attributed vast power and mur-
derous action to the Jews, though, instead of accusing them of having killed Jesus or 
Christian children, it described the intended victim as the German people as a whole. 
It was this accusation, more than the pseudo-scientifi c biological assertions that off ered 
the rationale for genocide. In fact, as Goebbels indicated in an essay of the summer of 
1941 entitled “Mimicry,” the Nazis were not at all certain that they could recognize Jews 
by their physical features.   9    For the Nazis, the metanarrative revealed and confi rmed 
what the Jews were doing: operating behind the scenes to dominate politics around the 
world, not just in Germany or in Europe. 

 Two implications of Nazi Germany’s accusation against the Jews are particularly 
noteworthy. First, as the plot was international and as it was held to be infl uential behind 
the scenes in London, Moscow, and Washington, the Nazi leadership thought of its “war 
against the Jews” as encompassing not only the Holocaust in Europe but also the con-
ventional battles against the armed forces of Great Britain, the United States, the Soviet 
Union, and their allies, and it was also a war against the Jews. In their view, they were not 
involved in two distinct events, one called World War II and the other, the Final Solution 
of the Jewish Question in Europe. Rather, the propaganda presented the war of the Allies 
as the attack by the Jews on Germany, which was eliciting the “extermination” of the Jews 
of Europe as Hitler and Goebbels threatened to do and boasted about implementing in 
major speeches. Second, because the Jews had supposedly constituted an international 
conspiracy with branches in many parts of the world, the logical implication within the 
Nazi world view was to retaliate against the Jews both  in Europe  as well to Jews  beyond 
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Europe  fi rst to the Middle East and later to the United States. Hence, murderous retali-
ation should be no less global or international than the plot itself. Propaganda aimed at 
the Middle East was designed to assist in the failed eff ort to both defeat Allied armed 
forces in North Africa and to extend the Holocaust to the approximately 700,000 Jews in 
the region.   10    

 As Nazi propaganda was and remains rightly famous for assertion of falsehoods, 
both contemporaries and scholars had diffi  culty appreciating those moments when it 
frankly asserted the regime’s actual goals. George Orwell famously drew attention to the 
salience of euphemism in totalitarian dictatorships, that is, the use of “clinical abstrac-
tions” such as the “Final Solution” itself in place of proper nouns and visceral verbs that 
referred directly to the violent and criminal acts.   11    In  Th e Origins of Totalitarianism,  
Hannah Arendt drew attention to the “numerous instances in which Hitler was com-
pletely sincere and brutally unequivocal in the defi nition of the movement’s true aims, 
but they were simply not acknowledged by a public unprepared for such consistency.”   12    
On many occasions, Hitler and Goebbels employed the verbs  vernichten  and  aussrot-
ten,  meaning to exterminate or annihilate or the nouns,  Vernichtung  and  Ausrottung,  
meaning annihilation and extermination to describe Nazi actions toward Europe’s Jews. 
In both their dictionary defi nitions and in their use in context, these verbs and nouns 
are not at all euphemistic. By summer and fall of 1941, Hitler and Goebbels were saying 
publicly that the threatened extermination of the Jews was now a part of ongoing policy. 
Th e words appeared in front-page headlines in major papers around the world. In the 
midst of a mendacious narrative about a nonexistent international Jewish conspiracy, 
the Nazis blurted out that they were actually carrying out a policy of mass murder of 
European Jews. Ironically, the conviction that the Nazis never told the truth led even 
astute observers to discount such assertions.   13    

 Th e task of transforming Hitler’s ideology into a coherent narrative of events, that 
is, into the daily and weekly news, took place only partly in the Ministry for Public 
Enlightenment and Propaganda led by Joseph Goebbels. Goebbels’s celebrity and suc-
cess at self-promotion obscured another, equally important though less well-known 
personality and institution, namely Otto Dietrich, the head of the Reich Press Offi  ce. 
It was his offi  ce that each day delivered press directives ( Presseanweisungen)  to all the 
newspapers and magazines in Germany at a press conference held in Berlin. Th e tens 
of thousands of such orders included detailed instructions about how to narrate ongo-
ing events as well as detailed language rules. For example, the Nazi regime was to be 
described as an “enemy of the Jews” rather than as an “anti-Semitic” regime in order 
to avoid off ending Arabs or Persians.   14    Unlike Goebbels, Dietrich worked in Hitler’s 
offi  ce every day. Each morning Dietrich gave the Fuhrer a summary of international 
news every morning. Dietrich then conveyed Hitler’s suggestions to his staff  in Berlin, 
which turned them into the daily press directives. Th rough these orders, Hitler’s direct 
infl uence over the propaganda narrative was more powerful and direct than a focus on 
Goebbels and the Propaganda Ministry alone would suggest. 

 Between 1937 and 1943, striking visual depictions of the narrative of Nazi propa-
ganda appeared each week in the  Parole der Woche  (Word of the Week) wall posters. An 
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example of what Walter Benjamin had in mind when he examined “Th e Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” the posters off ered a colorful mix of text, image, 
and photography.   15    By 1941, employees of the Propaganda Ministry and members of 
the local and regional offi  ces of the Nazi Party distributed 125,000 copies of the posters 
in post offi  ces, factories, offi  ces, hotels, universities, railroad stations, metro stops, and 
other public places. Th e posters were the most ubiquitous example of Nazism’s visual 
propaganda. Th ey were a unique mixture of newspaper editorial, political leafl et, politi-
cal poster, and tabloid journalism. Th ey employed modern techniques of reproduc-
tion and they were directed at a society whose daily rhythms of transportation revolved 
around walking and mass transit. Aside from the weekly newsreels, the  Wochenschau,  
no form of Nazism’s visual propaganda made so crucial a contribution to the regime’s 
narrative of ongoing events as did the  Word of the Week .   16    Th e posters used photographs 
of Jewish persons in public life, especially in the United States, to attach names and faces 
to the international Jewish conspiracy as if such specifi city drew on real knowledge of 
the workings of politics in the Allied capitals.    

      Key Texts   

 From the earliest days of the Nazi Party in 1919 to his “last will and testament” in the 
Berlin bunker in May 1945, Hitler established the core themes and many of the key 
terms of Nazi propaganda. On January 30, 1939, eight months before he invaded Poland 
to begin what became World War II, he delivered his annual speech to the Reichstag to 
mark the Nazi entry into power on January 30, 1933. He accused “international Jewry” 
of planning to exterminate, that is, to murder all the German people.   17    He repeated the 
litany of German suff ering for which he held the Jews responsible: defeat in World War I, 
massive hunger in the postwar era, and the infl ation and economic crisis of the 1920s.   18    
He then made a very public threat of mass murder.  

  I have very oft en in my lifetime been a prophet and was mostly derided. In the time 
of my struggle for power it was in the fi rst instance the Jewish people who received 
only with laughter my prophecies that I would some time take over the leadership 
of the state and of the entire people in Germany and then, among other things, also 
bring the Jewish problem to its solution. I believe that this hollow laughter of Jewry 
in Germany has already stuck in the throat. I want today to be a prophet again: if 
international fi nance Jewry inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging 
the nations once more into a world war, the result will not be the bolshevization of 
the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race 
in Europe!   19     

Hitler repeated his “prophecy” in at least four subsequent speeches broadcast on radio 
and published in the German and world press, and twice more in speeches to Nazi Party 
offi  cials read in his absence.   20    It established the leitmotif of German radio and print 
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propaganda attacks on the Jews and on the Allies during the next six years. For Hitler 
and his followers, the single most convincing piece of evidence that confi rmed that the 
Jews had indeed plunged “the nations once more into a world war” was the fact of the 
anti-Hitler coalition between the western democracies and the Soviet Union. In radical 
anti-Semitism, the Nazis claimed to have solved the riddle of what seemed to them this 
inexplicable and surprising alliance. 

 Nazi propaganda against England comprised an important early chapter of its war-
time narrative. A leading historian of the subject has written that there was “little to 
celebrate in . . . British policy toward the Jews of Europe between 1939 and 1945.”   21    Th e 
British government took the lead in barring escape routes from Europe. It permitted 
less than the seventy-fi ve thousand immigrants to Palestine, which was allowed under 
the White Paper. Despite Churchill’s sympathy for the Jews, offi  cials in the British 
Foreign Offi  ce at times viewed them as a nuisance for England’s concerns about Arab 
support during the war.   22    At no time did Jews in Britain or anywhere infl uence British 
wartime policy. None of this mattered to the Nazis. What did matter was that Britain 
had declared war on Nazi Germany following its invasion of Poland in September 
1939 and that in summer and fall of 1940, the Churchill government fought on alone 
when the rest of Europe was defeated and the Soviet Union was still in a nonaggres-
sion pact with Nazi Germany. Th e anti-Semitic narrative off ered, to Hitler, an expla-
nation for England’s inexplicably stubborn persistence in the “fi nest hour” of summer 
1940. A Reich Press Offi  ce directive of October 14, 1940, referred to “the real essence 
of our principal enemy (the British-Jewish alliance)” and to the “inner Jewifi cation of 
English politics.” Th e press directive of October 23 about “the Jews in England” set a goal 
of stressing a “contradiction between the English people and the English upper class, 
infl uenced and descended as it is by and from the Jews.” German propaganda should 
stress a “cultural affi  nity between the English (Puritans) and Jews.”   23    In the course of an 
attack on Winston Churchill, Goebbels called the English “the Jews among the Aryans” 
and claimed that, “if he could,” Britain’s Prime Minister “would annihilate Germany, 
exterminate our people and raze the Reich to rubble and ashes.”   24    Th e Ministry of Public 
Enlightenment and Propaganda thereby claimed to see behind Churchill’s stated rea-
sons for continued resistance, namely his and the British establishment’s rejection of 
the ideology and actions of the Nazi regime itself, and to reveal and unmask “the inner 
Jewifi cation of English politics” as the presumably driving force of British policy. 

 At a time when Nazi Germany was still enjoying the benefi ts off ered by the 
Ribbentrop-Molotov nonaggression pact, the United States was still a nonbelliger-
ent and Britain was the only country in Europe still at war with the Th ird Reich, Hitler 
repeated his accusations and threats against “international Jewry” in his speech to the 
Reichstag of January 30, 1941. As if to underscore the link in his own mind between 
the war and his policies toward the Jews, he erroneously dated the fi rst utterance of his 
prophecy as September 1, 1939, the day he ordered the invasion of Poland.  

  Not to be forgotten is the comment I’ve already made on September 1, 1939 [it 
was actually January 30, 1939] in the Reichstag that if the world were to be pushed 
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by Jewry into a general war, the role of the whole of Jewry in Europe would be 
fi nished . . . Today, they [the Jews] may still be laughing about [that statement] just 
as they laughed earlier about my prophecies. Now our racial knowledge is spreading 
from people to people. I hope that those who still are our antagonists will one day 
recognize the greater domestic enemy and will then make common front with 
us: against the international Jewish exploitation and corruption of nations!   25     

 Th e statement illustrated the dual nature of Nazi propaganda as both a hopefully eff ective 
political instrument as well as genuine ideological conviction thought to explain politi-
cal realities. Th e following day, the editors of  the New York Times  failed to grasp Hitler’s 
meaning when they confi dently asserted that “if there is any guarantee in his [Hitler’s] 
record, in fact, it is that the one thing he will not do is the thing he says he will do.”   26    

 Nazi Germany presented itself as a bulwark defending Europe against “Jewish 
Bolshevism.” Anti-Semitism was also inseparable from Nazism’s attack on the Soviet 
Union and on what it called “Jewish Bolshevism.” In his daily minister’s conference on 
June 22, 1941, the day that Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union, Goebbels told his 
staff  that “National Socialism and the German people, are reverting to the principles that 
fi rst impelled them—the struggle against plutocracy and Bolshevism.” On the evening of 
the invasion, Churchill delivered one of his most important wartime speeches in which 
this famous anticommunist off ered to ally with the Soviet Union against Nazi Germany.   27    
Th e British government, he continued, had “but one aim and one single, irrevocable pur-
pose. We are resolved to destroy Hitler and every vestige of the Nazi regime.” As that was 
now also the goal of the Soviet Union, he stated “we shall give whatever help we can to 
Russia and the Russian people.”   28    Hitler had benefi ted from the disunity of his adversar-
ies. Churchill urged that it be replaced with unifi ed resistance. He had decided to ally with 
the lesser evil, Stalin’s Soviet Union, in order to defeat what he viewed as the greater evil.   29    

 Goebbels interpreted Churchill’s decision through the anti-Semitic interpretive 
prism to explain why the anticommunist Churchill had formed an alliance with the 
Soviet Union to fi ght anticommunist Nazi Germany. In his daily Minister’s conference 
on June 24, 1941, Goebbels told his staff  that Germany’s propaganda task lay in “uncov-
ering the English-Russian conspiracy.” He saw Churchill’s speech two days earlier as 
“the best proof ” of its existence.   30    How could such an unlikely alliance emerge? On June 
25th, a confi dential directive to the press from the Propaganda Ministry instructed that 
the “treasonous cooperation of Jewish plutocracy with the bolsheviks should always be 
mentioned.”   31    In his weekly editorial in  Das Reich, “Die alte Front ” ( Th e Old Front ) of 
June 26, 1941, Goebbels wrote that the “Moscow-London conspiracy against the Reich 
caught now between plutocracy and Bolshevism” confi rmed for him “the old suspicion” 
which the Nazis had never abandoned during the era of the nonaggression pact.   32    He 
claimed that the Soviet Union had used the period of the nonaggression pact to prepare 
for a long war, that cooperation between Britain and the Soviet Union existed before 
June 1941, and that the Nazi invasion was, in fact, a preemptive strike in the face of a 
planned Soviet attack.   33    

 In the previously mentioned essay,  Mimicry,  Goebbels elaborated the anti-Semitic 
explanation of the alliance between Britain and the Soviet Union as he “unmasked” 
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the Jews and their devious plans.   34    Th e spread of Bolshevism from the Soviet Union 
would end in “the domination of Jewry over the world.” National Socialism had 
been and was a continuing “mortal blow against this eff ort.” When “the leading cir-
cles of international Jewry” realized that Bolshevization could not be brought about 
by “political agitation,” they seized on the “great opportunity of a coming war” and 
sought to make the war last “as long as possible.” Th ey hoped that they could then 
“attack a Europe that was exhausted, bled-white and powerless and Bolshevize it with 
violence and terror.” However, Hitler’s decision to attack the Soviet Union on June 
22, 1941, “tore this fi nely spun net of lies and intrigue to pieces with the blow of the 
German sword.” Until the moment of the invasion, he continued, the Soviets clev-
erly kept Jewish leaders, such as Maxim Litvinov and Lazar Kaganovich in the back-
ground, “probably in the mistaken assumption that they could thereby deceive us.” 
Th ey continued to work in an “all the more sinister manner behind the scenes, and 
tried to give us the impression that the Jewish Bolsheviks in Moscow and the Jewish 
plutocrats in London and Washington were bitter enemies. Secretly, however, they 
moved ever closer to one another in order to make the encircling grasp with which 
they wished to crush us ever stronger. All this becomes clear from the fact that, in the 
very moment when this devilish scheme was unmasked, they were reconciled in each 
others’ arms.”   35    

 Goebbels had solved the supposed mystery of what Churchill called “the unnatural” 
alliance between Britain and the Soviet Union. Th e explanation was clear and simple. 
“Above all it is these same Jews, on both sides, whether open or camoufl aged, who estab-
lish the tone and establish the line. When they pray in Moscow and go to London to sing 
the International, they are doing what they have done for ages. Th ey practice Mimicry.”   36    
Echoing an old anti-Semitic trope, Goebbels said that the Jews skillfully adapt, hide, and 
blend in.   37    As Goebbels wrote, “Th e Moscow Jews invent the lies and atrocity stories, 
and the London Jews quote and spread them.”   38    Th e Germans were not guilty of any-
thing. Rather, “ ‘the Jews are guilty! Th e Jews are guilty!’ Th e punishment that will break 
over them will be frightful. Just as the fi st of an awakened Germany once slammed down 
on this racial rubbish, so one day the fi st of an awakened Europe will do likewise. Th en 
the Jews’ Mimicry will be useless. Th ey will have to stand in place. Th at will be the day 
of people’s justice over the source of their ruin and downfall. Th e blow will be delivered 
without pity and without mercy. Th e world’s enemy [ Weltfi end ] will collapse and Europe 
will have its peace.”   39    Having unmasked their plots, Goebbels claimed to have explained 
the seemingly inexplicable. Th e alliance of capitalists and communists, democrats and 
dictators, the English and the Soviets now made perfect sense when viewed through 
the anti-Semitic prism. Th e following month, Dietrich’s Reich Press offi  ce sent out a 
directive entitled “Fight World Jewry!” with the same interpretation as Goebbels. “Th at 
British and American plutocrats, on the one hand, and Bolsheviks on the other hand 
appear with apparently distinct political goals is only Jewish camoufl age.” It was the task 
of German magazine editors to recognize the “Jewish spirit” that formed the common 
bond between Churchill, Stalin, and even a “war monger in the form of imperialism like 
the Free Mason Roosevelt.”   40    
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 Leading historians of the subject agree that by the early fall of 1941, Hitler had taken 
a series of decisions to begin the mass murder of the Jews of Europe.   41    Goebbels’s public 
support for mass murder burst forth in full public view on November 16, 1941, in the 
pages of  Das Reich  and on German radio in his important essay  “Die Juden sind Schuld”  
( Th e Jews Are Guilty ).   42    Th e essay marked the fi rst time that a leading offi  cial of the Nazi 
regime publicly announced that the “extermination” of European Jewry had shift ed 
from a hypothetical threat to an announcement of ongoing action. Goebbels said that 
“the historical guilt of world Jewry for the outbreak and expansion of this war has been 
so extensively demonstrated that there’s no need to waste any more words about it. Th e 
Jews wanted their war and now they have it.”   43    However,

  by unleashing this war, world Jewry completely misjudged the forces at its disposal. 
 Now it is suff ering a gradual process of annihilation which it had intended for us and 
which it would have unleashed against us without hesitation if it had the power to do 
so. It is now perishing as a result of its own law: Eye for and eye, tooth for a tooth . . . . In 
this historical dispute every Jew is our enemy, whether he vegetates in a Polish ghetto 
or scrapes out his parasitic existence in Berlin or Hamburg or blows war trumpets 
in New  York or Washington. Due to their birth and race, all Jews belong to an 
international conspiracy against National Socialist Germany. Th ey wish for its defeat 
and annihilation and do everything in their power to help to bring it about.   44     

 From a man famous for his lies came a blunt assertion of fact and a bold justifi cation: the 
Nazi regime had begun to murder the Jews of Europe and was doing so in good con-
science. Again, he claimed that the Jews had started the war. Th ey were “now” suff ering a 
“gradual process of extermination,” one which they had originally intended to infl ict on 
Germany. All Jews without exception were “sworn enemies” of the German people. Th e 
death of every German soldier “enters a debt in the account of the Jews. Th ey have him 
on their conscience and therefore must pay for it.” As the regime’s propaganda burdened 
the Jews with guilt for the deaths of German soldiers and civilians, the more Germans 
who died in World War II, the more the hatred of the Jews would intensify among those 
Germans who accepted the logic of the argument. Because the Jews bore the guilt for 
starting the war, the treatment the Germans were handing out to them was not an injus-
tice. “Th ey have more than deserved it.” Th us, it was “the government’s policy to fi nally 
fi nish” with the Jews.   45    “ Th e Jews Are Guilty ” off ered both verbal brutality and calculated 
ambiguity. Skeptics noted that Goebbels was an accomplished liar. Th e case for the most 
dire interpretation of Goebbels’s remarks was compelling, but his formulations left  suf-
fi cient ambiguity and absence of detail to facilitate plausible deniability among an indif-
ferent and/or incredulous mass audience. 

 Nazi anti-Americanism was also inseparable from its anti-Semitic narrative. On 
December 11, 1941, following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, Hitler declared war on 
the United States in a speech to the Reichstag. It was broadcast on German radio and 
printed in full in the German press.   46    In his ninety-minute address, he reached a cre-
scendo of hatred in his attack on Franklin Roosevelt and the Jews around him. His cen-
tral point was that “a single man,” Franklin D. Roosevelt, “and the forces driving him” 
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were the causes of World War II.   47    “Th e brain trust which the new American President 
must serve, consists of the members of the same people which we fought in Germany as 
a parasitic appearance of humanity and which we began to push out of (German) public 
life.”   48    Roosevelt, Hitler continued, sought to divert attention from the “collapse of his 
whole economic house of cards” through diversion in foreign policy. Th e “circle of Jews 
surrounding him” encouraged his foreign-policy initiatives. Th ey were “motivated by 
Old Testament greed.” For Hitler, this tactic of diversion was a key reason for Roosevelt’s 
meddling in European aff airs.   49    

 Just as the anti-Semitic prism off ered an explanation for Britain’s fi nest hour and 
the emergence of the British-Soviet  alliance, it provided an identical service for 
Roosevelt’s support for Britain. Th e fact that the United States had not declared war on 
Nazi Germany when Hitler spoke made no diff erence. “We know what powers stand 
behind Roosevelt. It is the eternal Jew who thinks his time has come to infl ict on us 
what we shudder to see and must experience in Soviet Russia.” It was, he continued, 
“Franklin Roosevelt’s and the Jews’ intention to destroy one state aft er another.”   50    
If given the opportunity, Roosevelt and the Jews “now would exterminate National 
Socialist Germany.”   51    Th e United States under Roosevelt was striving for “unlim-
ited world domination” and would deny Germany, Italy, and Japan the necessities for 
national survival. For the “National Socialists,” he continued, it was “no surprise that the 
Anglo-Saxon-Jewish-capitalist world fi nds itself in a common front with Bolshevism.”   52    
As the anti-Hitler coalition persisted and intensifi ed, so, too, did Hitler’s conviction that 
in anti-Semitism he had found the most compelling interpretation of contemporary 
history. 

 Roosevelt and the United States enraged Hitler from the beginning of the war, well 
before the United States had entered it. He was convinced that, if Roosevelt had not sup-
ported Churchill, Britain would have agreed to a negotiated settlement following the 
German victories of 1939 and 1940. In the summer of 1941, Roosevelt’s decision to off er 
assistance to the Soviet Union helped to thwart German hopes for a quick victory on the 
Eastern Front. By December 1941 Hitler, who had invaded and occupied most of the 
countries of the European continent, blamed the origins of the war on the president of 
a country on the other side of the Atlantic, which did not enter the war in Europe until 
Hitler had declared war on it. When the United States did declare war on Nazi Germany 
and entered into the alliance with Britain and the Soviet Union, Hitler and the Nazi pro-
pagandists believed that they now had decisive proof that the international Jewish con-
spiracy was the driving force of the global anti-Hitler coalition. 

 On December 12, 1941, Hitler spoke of his determination to exterminate the Jews 
to a confi dential gathering of Nazi political leaders. His statements mirrored those he 
made publicly.   53    Goebbels reported of this meeting that, “regarding the Jewish question, 
the Führer is determined to settle the matter once and for all. He prophesied that if the 
Jews once again brought about a world war, they would experience their extermina-
tion. Th is was not an empty phrase. Th e world war is here. Th e extermination of the 
Jews must be its necessary consequence.”   54    Yet again, speaking frankly to his most loyal 
followers, Hitler postulated a causal connection between World War II and the Final 
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Solution. As the war continued and as Nazi propaganda pointed its accusing fi nger at 
the Jews, the abstract slogan “the Jews are guilty” assumed direct emotional signifi cance 
for death and suff ering of millions of Germans. In this way, the propaganda intensifi ed 
anti-Semitism as the German death toll in the war grew. Th e more that the Red Army 
turned the tide on the Eastern Front, British and American armed forces won battles in 
North Africa and defeated the German submarine forces in the Atlantic, and British and 
American air forces bombed German cities, the more Nazi propagandists asserted that 
the Jews were responsible for German death and suff ering and would pay the bill. In this 
sense, the propaganda constituted incitement to murder. 

 A crucial aspect of Nazi propaganda made possible by government control of the 
press lay in the nonreporting of any events associated with the Final Solution. In the 
winter and spring of 1942, mass shootings in Eastern Europe were now accompanied 
by the early operations of the Nazi death camps. By late fall of 1943, 2 to 2.5 million 
Jews had been murdered in the six death factories.   55    On January 7, 1942, a daily press 
directive from Dietrich’s offi  ce ordered German editors not to report anything about 
“the Jewish question in the occupied eastern territories.”   56    Government control of the 
press prevented publication of a single fact about the genocide.   57    Among its other nega-
tive consequences for the reputation of the Nazi regime, accurate reporting of the details 
of the Final Solution would have dealt a devastating blow to a theme of its propaganda, 
namely that the Jews were powerful. If the Jews had such power, why, readers and lis-
teners might ask, were they defenseless in the face of the Final Solution? If Jews were 
controlling Allied war policy, why were the Allies unable or unwilling to intervene to 
prevent implementation of the Final Solution? 

 Nazism’s anti-Semitic propaganda about the Jews’ supposed power intensifi ed in the 
face of the regime’s ability to implement the Final Solution. In late winter of 1943, fol-
lowing the defeat in Stalingrad, Hitler ordered an intensifi cation of anti-Jewish propa-
ganda. On May 5, 1943, the Nazi Party’s propaganda directorate sent a directive to local 
and regional party leaders entitled “Th e Jewish Question as a Domestic and Foreign 
Policy Weapon.” It was “dangerous and false” to allow the Jewish question to fade from 
public awareness aft er it had been “solved in Germany,” because it had emerged even 
more powerfully abroad.   58    Th e Nazi Party must now make “the Jewish question . . . the 
constant core point of all presentations. Every German must know that everything 
that they must endure, the discomforts, restrictions, extra hours at work, bloody terror 
toward women and children, and the bloody losses on the fi eld of battle are to be traced 
back to the Jews.” Th e war would end “with the anti-Semitic world revolution and with 
the extermination of Jewry in the whole world, both of which are the precondition for an 
enduring peace.” Th e core message would be “Th e Jews are guilty of everything!”   59    

 As part of the intensifi ed anti-Semitic campaign in 1943, Goebbels wrote one of his 
most important attacks on the Jews of the entire war. As he noted in his diary, he was 
writing “Th e War and the Jews,” to “eff ectively explain the horrifi c role that the Jews 
played in this war’s beginning and in its further continuation.”   60    Th e essay was published 
as the standard front page editorial in  Das Reich  of May 9, 1943, and broadcast on the 
radio that week as well.   61    He wrote that “wherever you look in the enemy camp, be it on 
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the plutocratic or on the Bolshevistic side, one sees the Jews as inspirers and agitators 
working behind those exponents standing in the foreground of the enemy war leader-
ship. Th ey [the Jews] organize the enemy war economy and develop the programs for 
annihilation and extermination aimed at the Axis powers.” Th ey formed “the glue that 
holds the enemy coalition together.”   62    None of Hitler’s “prophetic words” had been con-
fi rmed “with such tremendous certainty and inevitability as this: if the Jews succeeded 
in provoking a second world war, it would not end in the annihilation of Aryan human-
ity but rather in the extinction of the Jewish race.” Th is was a process that would “take 
time but it is no longer to be stopped.” Th e Jews would pay for their “countless crimes 
against the happiness and peace of humanity” not only in Germany but “in the whole 
world.”   63    If Germany were to lose the war “countless millions of people in our own and 
other European countries . . . would be delivered without defense to the hatred and will 
for extermination of this devilish race.”   64    He then assured his thousands of readers and 
millions of radio listeners that

  we are moving ahead. Th e fulfi llment of the Fuhrer’s prophecy, about which world 
Jewry laughed in 1939 when he made it stands at the end of our course of action. 
Even in Germany, the Jews laughed when we stood up for the fi rst time against them. 
Among them laughter is now a thing of the past. Th ey chose to wage war against 
us. But Jewry now understands that the war has become a war against them. When 
Jewry conceived of the plan of the total extermination of the German people, it 
thereby wrote its own death sentence. In this instance as in others, world history will 
also be a world court.   65     

 “Th e War and the Jews” repeated and elaborated the core narrative of Nazi propa-
ganda: A historical actor called “international Jewry” launched World War II to exter-
minate the Germans. But the Germans turned the tables and were fulfi lling Hitler’s 
prophecies, that is, they were now exterminating the Jews. In saying that “laughter was 
now a thing of the past,” Goebbels was asserting that the Nazi regime had been and was 
still engaging in the murder of Europe’s Jews. He combined a set of falsehoods about the 
connection between the Jews and World War II with the coded but truthful assertion 
that Nazi Germany was at that time murdering the Jews of Europe. Rather than indig-
nantly deny Allied accusations about Nazi anti-Jewish atrocities, he, yet again, presented 
the Nazi attack on the Jews as an act of justifi ed self-defense and retaliation in response to 
the misfortunes that the Jews had and were at that moment infl icting on Germany.   66    On 
May 21, 1943, Dietrich’s offi  ce joined in the off ensive by sending “Special Issue Against 
the Jews: Th e Goal: An Anti-Jewish Periodical Press” to editors at newspapers and peri-
odicals. He ordered them to seize a “unique opportunity to resolutely lead the global 
struggle against the Jews.”   67    Th e special anti-Jewish issue “cannot forever disappear into 
your safe aft er a one-time perusal. Rather in the coming months the editor-in-chief must 
take it out every day. It should continuously infl uence his thinking about planning the 
next issue. We must reach a point in the coming months at which there is not a single 
periodical page which does not in some way or another refer to the Jewish problem.”   68    
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 Although historians have documented a growing cynicism and disillusionment in 
Germany as the fortunes of war turned against the Th ird Reich, the German resistance 
remained a tiny minority. Th e German armies fought the war to the bitter end. In the 
last fi ve months of the war alone, 1.5 million German soldiers died in battle.   69    In the last 
year of the war, Nazi propaganda warned that defeat would mean extermination. Th e 
ruins of German cities under Allied bombing and the devastation of the Germany’s 
armed forces appeared to the Nazi faithful to confi rm the truth of the regime’s dire 
predictions. On January 21, 1945, Goebbels expressed this mood in “Th e Glue of the 
Enemy Coalition: Th e Origin of the World’s Misfortune.”   70    It was impossible to under-
stand the war unless one kept in mind that “the fact that international Jewry” was 
“the motor” of activity that united Germany’s enemies and constituted “the cement 
that holds the enemy coalition fi rmly together despite its striking clash of ideologies 
and interests among its members.” Capitalism and Bolshevism had “the same Jewish 
roots.”   71    Germany had broken the power of the Jews, but they, in turn, had “mobilized 
the whole world against us.” All Russian, English, and American soldiers were merce-
naries of “this world conspiracy of a parasitic race” and were certainly not fi ghting for 
their country’s national interest. Th e day, he predicted, would “not be far off  on which 
the peoples of Europe, indeed of the whole world will break out in a shout: Th e Jews 
are guilty for all of this misfortune! Th erefore, they must be soon and fundamentally 
brought to account.”   72    

 Hitler committed suicide in his bunker in Berlin on April 30, 1945. On April 29th 
he had written his “Political Testament.”   73    The text was not a result of recent mad-
ness induced by the certainty of defeat. Rather, its themes were identical to those he 
had articulated in public for the previous six years. The “truly guilty party of this 
murderous battle is Jewry!”   74    Yet he had “left no doubt” that “this time . . . the really 
guilty party” would have to “pay for his guilt, albeit with more humane means.”   75    
He concluded as follows: “Above all, I command the leadership and followers of the 
nation to carefully uphold the racial laws and to engage in pitiless resistance against 
the world poisoner of all peoples, international Jewry.”   76    This paranoid vision of an 
international Jewish conspiracy waging aggressive and genocidal war against an 
innocent Nazi Germany that flowed from Hitler’s pen on April 29, 1945, had been 
the core element of the text and imagery of the Nazi regime’s anti-Semitic propa-
ganda from the beginning to the end of the World War II and the Holocaust. The 
truth about this narrative was hiding in plain sight, plastered on the front pages 
of newspapers and broadcast on the radio. Perhaps its very ubiquity and the Nazi 
regime’s well-deserved reputation for mendacity led many contemporaries and sub-
sequent analysts to slight its key themes and causal import. Yet the fact remains 
that, in periods of victory and defeat, a narrative inspired by radical anti-Semitism 
accompanied, justified, and thus had a significant role in causing aggression and 
mass murder. The translation of anti-Semitic ideology into an ongoing narrative of 
events in Nazi propaganda was an essential element in the regime’s implementation 
of the Holocaust.    
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          chapter 6 

 the “hidden 
t yrant”:  propaganda, 

brainwashing,  and 
psycho-p olitics  in the 

cold war period    

    priscilla wald    

              “The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of 
the masses is an important element in democratic society. Th ose who manipulate this 
unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true 
ruling power of our country.”   1    Th us begins Edward L. Bernays’s 1928 public relations 
manual,  Propaganda . A founder of the public relations industry, Bernays believed in the 
necessity of propaganda for democracy in the twentieth century. Th e vision articulated 
in this opening salvo was not conspiratorial. Th e “invisible government” was no shadow 
government, but rather the “logical result of the way in which our democratic society is 
organized.” Th e “governors” are not schemers, and their “manipulation” is not willful; 
they “are, in many cases, unaware of the identity of their fellow members in the inner 
cabinet” and “govern us by their qualities of natural leadership, their ability to supply 
needed ideas and by their key position in the social structure” (37). Once his readers 
understood this basic premise of democratic governance, Bernays believed, they could 
not fail to grasp the importance of propaganda. Yet this conceit rested on a changing set 
of assumptions about the human that would generate increasing anxiety in the succeed-
ing decades: the idea of the unconscious and of the human susceptibility to unwitting 
infl uences that it implied. 

 As a double nephew of Sigmund Freud, Bernays was exceptionally familiar with his 
uncle’s formulations, which informed his most basic sense of how the manipulation of 
this invisible government works. To charges that the processes he advocated exemplifi ed 
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“mental engineering” and “opinion control,” he countered that propaganda did not 
threaten democracy but instead ensured its continuity. It was, he contended, simply part 
of the structure of a democratic society to be thus invisibly governed and part of the 
structure of the mind to be susceptible to such governance. Propaganda was a form of 
social caretaking by “persons . . . who understand the mental processes and social pat-
terns of the masses[,] . . . who pull the wires which control the public mind, who harness 
old social forces and contrive new ways to bind and guide the world” (38). 

 Th e question of the relationship of propaganda to democracy, governance, and social 
relations engaged a range of educators, journalists, and other public fi gures, growing 
out of observations about how innovations in communication and transportation were 
increasing contact at the turn of the twentieth century. Discussions proliferated from 
specialist publications to the mainstream media about the circulation of information 
through new communication technologies, the role of the press, education and advertis-
ing in a democracy, and the nature of the collective. Th eorized variously as “the crowd,” 
“the masses,” and “the public,” the growing population of an increasingly urban polis 
was central to these discussions, and ideas about the nature of that collective and the 
individuals that constituted it determined whether one viewed the conscious control of 
information as good governance or manipulation. 

 In either case, however, these writings manifested the shift  in the idea of the human 
that crystallized around the notion of the unconscious and its implications. From the 
theories of Sigmund Freud to the experiments of Ivan Pavlov, the unwitting susceptibil-
ity of human beings to outside infl uences and conditioning was a subject of interest and 
inquiry, and both the war traumas and the propaganda campaigns of the First World 
War showed the consequences of that susceptibility. Global politics following the war 
reshaped the propaganda debates, as prominent critics of the increasing institutional-
ization of propaganda, such as Walter Lippmann and John Dewey, watched the rise of 
fascism and the progress of the Soviet revolution with growing concern. While the Nazi 
use of propaganda before and during the Second World War off ered an especially dra-
matic example of the dangers of propaganda, world events also illustrated the fragility 
of democracy and the need for galvanizing rhetoric and rituals and for the control of 
information. Tainted by its association especially with the Nazis, the term “propaganda” 
remained controversial, but many former critics, including Lippmann, increasingly 
acknowledged the utility of some kind of control over the dissemination of information. 
And proponents such as Bernays redoubled their eff orts to “sell” the public on propa-
ganda, although frequently under the alternative name of “public relations.” 

 While these discussions explicitly focused on the dangerous association of totali-
tarianism with propaganda conceived as mass manipulation, they derived much of 
their intensity from the cultural anxieties concerning the changing conception of the 
human that was at the core of Bernays’s and his colleagues’ formulations. Like any the-
ory, the idea of the unconscious was controversial from the outset, but its explanatory 
power for the observable aft ereff ects of trauma that could not be traced to an organic 
cause—symptoms manifested by combatants in the First World War, for example—
gradually increased its acceptance. Fascination with the ideas explored by Freud and 
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other practitioners of the nascent science (or art) of psychoanalysis is evident in every-
thing from business manuals and newspaper advice columns to avant-garde art and 
popular fi ction and fi lm in the decades following the Great War. 

 By the end of the Second World War, understanding the human as a being governed 
by irrational unconscious impulses stemming from infantile fantasies was common-
place in the work of social psychologists. Th e anxieties crystallized in this fi gure, and in 
the shaping role of family dynamics—broadly speaking, the family drama—it implied, 
are evident in many of the most popular and most infl uential literary and cinematic 
works of this period. If Grace Metalious’s blockbuster,  Peyton Place  (1956), demon-
strated the eff ects of “repressed” family secrets on its female characters, for example, 
Sloan Wilson’s best-selling  Th e Man in the Gray Flannel Suit  (1955) showed the danger 
of keeping secrets from oneself. Th e protagonist, who works in the new fi eld of public 
relations, nearly destroys his marriage and his life because of what he refuses to remem-
ber. Typically read as a depiction of the mindless conformity of what sociologist William 
Whyte would call the “Organization Man,” the novel in fact suggestively links the con-
formity with his repression of both war trauma and family drama and ends ominously 
with the protagonist’s continuing belief that, despite evidence to the contrary, he can 
continue to live with the secret of the traumas at the center of the novel without conse-
quences. Th e allegedly intact marriage and family with which the novel ends are haunted 
by his embracing the very conformity to the social ideals of the “nuclear family” that his 
own experiences have belied—by, that is, his participation in the psychic coverup of the 
family dynamics that have victimized him throughout the novel. Family secrets are also 
at the core of Arthur Miller’s 1953 play,  Th e Crucible,  which gave the moment its most 
potent metaphor. As Miller rewrites the history of the Salem witchcraft  trials, he casts 
secret sexual indiscretions and accompanying tensions as a powerful historical deter-
minant in a storyline that was intensifi ed against the backdrop of the trial of Ethel and 
Julius Rosenberg, in which espionage suff used familial relationships. 

 Yet, no story better captured the anxieties of the new conception of the human and the 
attendant family drama than Richard Condon’s 1959 novel,  Th e Manchurian Candidate,  
and its 1962 fi lm version, directed by John Frankenheimer. Th e concept of the “nuclear 
family” is at least in part a Cold War construction. Th e term fi rst appeared in 1949, in 
 Social Structure,  where the anthropologist George Murdock drew on cell biology (the 
nucleus of a cell) to describe what he considered to be the basic unit of society.   2    While 
the structure of the “nuclear family” was certainly not new, many critics remarked on its 
isolation as a social unit in the years following the war. Near the end of her life, Margaret 
Mead would point to the atomization of this social formation, noting, “nobody has ever 
before asked the nuclear family to live all by itself in a box the way we do. With no rela-
tives, no support, we’ve put it in an impossible situation.”   3    Under scrutiny as the core unit 
of psychoanalytic research (the source, that is, of the founding dramas of an individual’s 
unconscious) as well as of postwar social formations, the nuclear family was at once the 
center of Cold War propaganda campaigns and the object of considerable anxiety. 

 In its emphasis on the nuclear family as the cornerstone of Cold War psycho-politics, 
the storyline of both versions of  Th e Manchurian Candidate  dovetailed with the work of 
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social psychologists in the postwar period. But its resonance with that work runs deeper. 
Th e infl uential psychologist Erik Erikson, for example, had ended his 1950  Childhood 
and Society  with an explanation of the “moral idea” behind psychoanalysis, which was 
the development of a “human relationship in which the observer who has learned to 
observe himself teaches the observed to become self-observant.”   4    Condon’s novel and 
Frankenheimer’s fi lm illustrate how a fi ctionalized staging of cultural anxieties can take 
up precisely that charge on a collective level. Stylistically, both works manifest a didac-
tic interest in teaching readers or spectators how to “observe” the rhetorical and visual 
strategies through which they are conditioned. Each off ers its art as a potential antidote 
for the problem of human susceptibility and the conditioning of a dysfunctional family, 
and each is haunted by the possibility that there may not be one.    

      I.   

 In the wake of the Second World War, the gradual circulation of information about what 
had transpired in the Nazi camps led to questions about the power of Nazi propaganda. 
Few topics evoked more general fear and fascination than the question of how ratio-
nal people in the middle of the twentieth century could have sanctioned and even par-
ticipated in such barbarism. Bernays and others who advocated for propaganda in the 
service of “public relations” understood the need to address, and even harness, these 
concerns. In his 1947 essay “Th e Engineering of Consent,” published in  Th e Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science,  Bernays argues for “the signifi cance of 
modern communications not only as a highly organized mechanical web but as a potent 
force for social good or possible evil.”   5    Contending that the communications revolution 
had signifi cantly amplifi ed every individual’s exposure to massive amounts of informa-
tion and its inevitable corollary, propaganda, he nonetheless explains that the nature of 
that exposure is not inevitable. Rather, “we can determine whether this network shall be 
employed to its greatest extent for sound social ends” (113). 

 Th e “we” in this sentence is reminiscent of his invocation of the members of the invisi-
ble government, conscious and unwitting, in  Propaganda  nearly two decades earlier, but 
now he understood the need to dispel public concerns about conspiracy and manipula-
tion that such an image might evoke. Against claims of mental manipulation, Bernays 
maintained that what he called the “engineering of consent” was “the very essence of 
the democratic process, the freedom to persuade and suggest. Th e freedoms of speech, 
press, petition, and assembly, the freedoms which make the engineering of consent pos-
sible, are among the most cherished guarantees of the Constitution of the United States” 
(114). With “engineering” he aligns himself with the scientists of society (as the early 
sociologists called themselves) who studied the processes of society in order to under-
stand better how to facilitate their improvement. Consent is “engineered” by political 
leaders “with the aid of technicians in the fi eld who have specialized in utilizing the 
channels of communication” (114). 
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 Yet, the very terms of Bernays’s argument—the relationship of mass communication 
to the unconscious—served as the basis of the arguments of his adversaries. If the Nazis 
both exemplifi ed the dangerous potential of this “potent force . . . for evil” and illustrated 
the need for its use in the service of democracy, they also magnifi ed the consequences of 
individual susceptibility. Th e fact that ordinary citizens had turned so callously on their 
neighbors suggested the Nazis’ successful manipulation of mass communication and 
the science of propaganda. And if the Nazis had done it, surely it could happen again. 
By the 1950s, the Nazis were defeated, but other enemies quickly emerged in their place, 
threatening the world with this new kind of crime against humanity. Studies of totali-
tarianism proliferated, and with them, the concept of propaganda metamorphosed into 
its more extreme incarnation: brainwashing. 

 Th e term fi rst appeared in print in 1950 in an article written by Edward Hunter in 
the Miami  News .   6    A journalist who had worked as a propaganda specialist for the OSS 
during the Second World War and had remained an agent for its successor, the CIA, 
Hunter knew the power of naming, and this word shocked the American public. “Th e 
reason the word was picked up so quickly,” he explained in his 1956  Brainwashing: Th e 
Story of Men Who Defi ed It,  “was that it was not just a clever synonym for something 
already known, but described a strategy that had yet no name.” A vacuum in language 
existed: “no word tied together the various tactics that make up the process by which 
the communists expected to create their ‘new Soviet man.’ ”   7    From the Chinese  hsi nao,  
“brainwashing” referred to the reeducation tactics of the Chinese Revolution and sub-
sequently to the tactics allegedly used in the Korean prisoner of war camps particularly 
against American prisoners. As Hunter’s usage in the 1956 book suggests, the term rap-
idly expanded to encompass all forms of Communist and, generally, totalitarian pro-
paganda (and, conversely, was picked up in Communist countries to refer to capitalist 
conditioning). In short order, that is, accusations of “brainwashing” metamorphosed 
into Cold War shorthand for propaganda on the “other side” of the iron curtain, which-
ever side that happened to be. As such, it blurred the distinctions among various ene-
mies of the state, past as well as present. 

 In the work of the Danish psychiatrist Joost Meerloo, who immigrated to the United 
States following the Second World War and specialized in the psychology of mind con-
trol, the distinction between the Nazis and the Soviets is oft en hard to discern. It is also 
striking in his and other work on the topic on both sides of the Cold War divide how 
oft en the “enemy” is depicted as an automaton or robot, devoid of emotions and brain-
washed by the state or as a deindividuated part of a hive mind, and how frequently such 
fi gures appear in Cold War science fi ction. If the unconscious had come eff ectively to 
defi ne the human, brainwashing (the theft  of memory and desire as well as will) was the 
ultimate form of dehumanization. 

 Th e psychology invoked by students of brainwashing registers a range of infl uences, 
with the work of the Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov on refl exive conditioning sum-
moned as oft en as the theories of Sigmund Freud on the unconscious. Focus on the idea 
of human susceptibility to received messages obscured the vast diff erences between 
their theories. And the interest in brainwashing manifested a shift  in emphasis among 
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social psychologists from attention to individual behavior in crowds to concern with 
the mechanisms that produce an individual’s susceptibility to cultural conditioning. 
Anxieties about brainwashing in turn drowned out more nuanced concerns about the 
nature of propaganda. Experts and pundits alike turned increasing attention to the ele-
ments of culture that might shape a personality with particular susceptibility to totali-
tarianism. Central among these elements was the nuclear family. 

 A “long childhood makes a technical and mental virtuoso out of man,” Erikson 
observed, “but it also leaves a lifelong residue of emotional immaturity in him” (12). 
And for Meerloo, that immaturity meant that anyone could succumb to brainwashing 
under the right conditions. In his comprehensive 1956 study of brainwashing,  Th e Rape 
of the Mind: Th e Psychology of Th ought Control, Menticide, and Brainwashing,  Meerloo 
explored the psychological preconditions and cultural characteristics that he believed 
predisposed subjects to what he called “menticide,” a term he introduced as a comple-
ment to the recently coined “genocide.” But while some people were more susceptible, 
and some conditions were more conducive, to successful brainwashing than others, the 
message of the book is ultimately that no one is fully immune. Calling menticide “an old 
crime against the human mind and spirit but systematized anew,” he defi nes it as “an 
organized system of psychological intervention and judicial perversion through which 
a powerful dictator can imprint his own opportunist thoughts upon the minds of those 
he plans to use and destroy.”   8    

 Characteristically, Meerloo’s presiding spirits in this study are Pavlov and Freud, 
although he was well versed in the social scientifi c work—especially in the study of 
crowds—that formed the cornerstone of the early theoretical work on propaganda. 
Meerloo had served as a witness in several trials of former prisoners of war who had 
publicly denounced the United States and upon their return told stories of forms of 
torture that, he believed, exemplifi ed the techniques of brainwashing. He consistently 
not only testifi ed to the effi  cacy of such techniques, but also affi  rmed his deeply held 
conviction that under the right conditions anyone could be brainwashed:  suscepti-
bility to brainwashing was a function of humanity. “For,” he explained, “as Spinoza 
sensed, and as the great psychologist Sigmund Freud later demonstrated, people are 
not the rational creatures they think they are. In the unconscious, that vast storehouse 
of deeply buried memories, emotions, and strivings, lie many infantile and irrational 
yearnings, which constantly infl uence the conscious acts. All of us are governed to 
some degree by this hidden tyrant, and by the confl ict between our reason and our 
emotions. To the extent that we are victims of unchecked unconscious drives, to that 
extent we may be vulnerable to mental manipulation.” Referring to the “horrifying fas-
cination in the idea that our mental resistance is relatively weak, that the very qual-
ity which distinguishes one man from another—the individual  I —can be profoundly 
altered by psychological pressures,” he maintains, “such transformations are merely 
extremes of a process we fi nd operating in normal life” (70). While totalitarian regimes 
make concerted eff orts to discourage thought and foster mindless conformity, those 
eff orts, he explains, are not so diff erent from the messages that human beings  as social 
beings  consistently receive:  “through systematized suggestion, subtle propaganda, 

06_Castronovo_CH06.indd   11406_Castronovo_CH06.indd   114 9/30/2013   4:13:51 PM9/30/2013   4:13:51 PM



the “hidden tyrant”  115

and more overt mass hypnosis, the human mind in its expressions is changed daily in 
any society” (70). Human beings are all susceptible to the seductions of advertising, 
the infl uence of politicians, and the hypnosis of fashion. “Menticide” entails a more 
concerted and “premeditated” variant on the characteristic processes of socialization, 
which Meerloo believed had been amplifi ed in what he calls this “age of ads, propa-
ganda, and publicity” (100). 

 Dangers abounded in the 1950s United States In addition to the seductive messages, 
new technologies threatened to lull an unsuspecting populace into dazed complacency. 
Pondering the surprising resonance between medieval mass delusions and “the rav-
ing fury of the motor, or the passive peeping contagion of the television screen” (202), 
Meerloo marvels at how readily the “institutions” and “tools” that mark “progress”—
man’s “mastery of himself and his environment—all can become weapons of destruc-
tion” (97). Television especially exemplifi es “the hypnotizing, seductive action of any 
all-penetrating form of communication” as it “intrudes into family life and cuts off  the 
more subtle interfamilial communication” (211). Th ese trends seem to be moving dan-
gerously in the direction of totalitarianism, which, “as a social manifestation is a disease 
of interhuman relations, and, like any other disease,” is best resisted through immuniza-
tion (108). Yet, education, too, seems to be moving in the direction of molding rather 
than challenging the minds of the young, as “our examination mania forces students 
into mental pathways of automatic thinking” (267). 

 Meerloo’s descriptive metaphors for the victims of the over-conditioning that con-
cerned him—robots, machines, automata—summoned the fi gures that populated the 
pages of science fi ction in this period. His repeated warning that these trends were mak-
ing the populace “want to sleep” (146) dovetailed provocatively with the plot of  Th e 
Body Snatchers,  which, appearing as a popular magazine serial publication (1954), novel 
(1955), and fi lm (1956), told the story of aliens’ attempts to take possession of the bodies 
of the people of a small town in California. While the townspeople sleep, the aliens, in 
the form of giant pods, steal the “pattern” that “is the very foundation of cellular life” and 
absorb it “like static electricity from one body to another.”   9    Similarly, Meerloo worries 
that “our intellectual and so-called rational education” trains “children into automatic 
patterns of thinking and acting, which are closer to the pattern of conditioned refl exes, 
of which Pavlovian students are so fond, than they are to the free, exploratory, creative 
pattern toward which democratic education should be oriented” (267). 

 Like Meerloo, the narrator of  Th e Body Snatchers  laments the impact that technology 
has had on human relations. Having inherited his father’s medical practice, this small-
town doctor muses on the increasing impersonality of his profession and the larger 
world in which he lives. He describes the replacement of the night operator with dial 
phones, for example, as “marvelously effi  cient, saving you a full second or more every 
time you call, inhumanly perfect, and utterly brainless” (49). In his description of what 
they are missing, he anticipates the problem with the pods. Th e dial phones lack emo-
tion: “none of them will ever remember where the doctor is at night, when a child is sick 
and needs him.” Th en, the message of the story: “Sometimes I think we’re refi ning all 
humanity out of our lives” (50). 
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 Yet, against the explicit critique of technology, the lessons of psychoanalysis that 
inform both  Th e Rape of the Mind  and  Th e Body Snatchers  suggest that technology is 
as much an expression as the cause of “diseased” human relations. Meerloo writes of 
the “hidden feelings of guilt, unconscious guilt,” which lie “deep within all of us” and 
“can be brought to the surface under extreme stress.” Th ese feelings seem intrinsic to 
the dynamics of the nuclear family. Calling “the strategy of arousing guilt . . . the moth-
er’s oldest tool for gaining dominance over her children’s souls,” he describes both her 
“magic power over” her children and the resentment this strategy produces in them. 
Childlike dependence breeds both “profound loyalty” and “hostile fantasies” (80). 
Totalitarianism—“essentially the social manifestation of a psychological phenomenon 
belonging to every personality” (107)—capitalizes on this ambivalence: “Man has two 
faces; he wants to grow toward maturity and freedom, and yet the primitive child in his 
unconscious yearns for complete protection and irresponsibility” (107). 

 Th e social psychologist Erich Fromm had observed a contemporary tendency 
toward what he described as the fear of freedom in his infl uential 1941 study,  Escape 
from Freedom.  Meerloo similarly contended that totalitarianism satisfi es that yearn-
ing to escape freedom as it infantilizes its citizens. Yet, again, it is in that sense simply 
the extension of the socializing forces that Meerloo, following Freud and others, saw 
as intrinsic to the human condition. Fromm, Erikson, and Meerloo concurred with 
George Murdock’s claim that socialization began with the nuclear family, but they iden-
tifi ed a continuum from socialization to propaganda to brainwashing. In their accounts 
of that trajectory, they registered a new understanding of human susceptibility atten-
dant upon widespread acceptance of the idea of the unconscious and its corollary, the 
psychologization of culture.  

    II.   

 Richard Condon was especially well positioned to perceive and record the changes 
and the accompanying anxieties. Having worked in advertising and publicity in 
Hollywood during the infamous McCarthy years, he witnessed fi rsthand the causes 
and eff ects of the culture of paranoia, and when he left  Hollywood in 1957, the year 
McCarthy died, he had the subject matter for a lifetime of novels.  Th e Manchurian 
Candidate,  his second novel—and fi rst best seller—satirically portrays the politi-
cal ascendancy of Johnny Iselin, a buff oonish caricature of the junior senator from 
Wisconsin. Traveling the continuum from advertising to brainwashing that Meerloo 
had identifi ed, the novel takes up the question that so many were asking in the wake of 
McCarthy’s demise—how could such a thing have happened here?—through an anal-
ysis of the strategies of mass manipulation, or brainwashing, and the pathology of the 
American family. 

 Condon wrote his novel against the backdrop not only of the paranoid politics of the 
early Cold War, but also of the propaganda debates and the emerging “science of mass 
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communication,” as proto-media theorists called it. Th e title of a collection of essays in 
an early reference work in that nascent fi eld, that phrase described the authors’ inter-
est in systematizing the study of the tools of mass communication. Propaganda, they 
argued, was inevitable: “every government on the globe, whether despotism or democ-
racy, whether at war or at peace, relies upon propaganda—more or less effi  ciently 
harmonized with strategy, diplomacy, and economics—to accomplish its ends . . . . 
 Propaganda is language aimed at large masses:  it sends words, and other symbols such as 
pictures, through the radio, press, and fi lm, where they reach huge audiences.  Th e inten-
tion of the propagandist is to infl uence mass attitudes on controversial issues. ”   10    But the 
inevitability of propaganda did not preclude resistance, and they off ered their work to 
facilitate their readers’ awareness of these strategies. 

  Th e Manchurian Candidate  in both of its incarnations similarly puts the strategies and 
materials of mass communication on display. As the plot and execution of both incarna-
tions demonstrate, Condon and Frankenheimer were interested not only in the machi-
nations of propaganda, but also in human susceptibility to those strategies. Taking 
brainwashing as its topic, each of these works used its medium to explore the ramifi ca-
tions of the unconscious for the idea of the human. Th e self-consciousness about the 
medium in both cases constitutes a lesson in reading and spectatorship, respectively, 
that shares with the social psychologists an insight that the proto-media theorists 
neglected:  the centrality of the nuclear family to that susceptibility.  Th e Manchurian 
Candidate  off ers insight into how the family thereby served as an instrument of gover-
nance in the psycho-politics of the Cold War.   11    

 Th e plot of  Th e Manchurian Candidate  manifests the combined insights of the sci-
ences of psychology and mass communication. Condon’s novel and Frankenheimer’s 
fi lm illustrate how a fi ctionalized staging of cultural anxieties can take up Erik Erikson’s 
charge to teach “the observed to become self-observant” (378). While Erikson concludes 
 Childhood and Society  with the “hope that the implications of our work for the develop-
ment of new social attitudes, for a more judicious way of man’s dealing with himself as 
well as with others, reach into and beyond the dark future which may lie immediately 
ahead” (380), however, the darkness of  Th e Manchurian Candidate  emphasizes the dis-
tance of that hope.   12    

 Th e plot of  Th e Manchurian Candidate  turns on a conspiracy involving the Russian 
and Chinese governments and the (American) wife of U.S. Senator Johnny Iselin to use 
brainwashing to create a sleeper assassin who is completely oblivious to his “program-
ming” and unaware of his actions while he is under the control of his operators. Th e 
unfortunate subject of the experiment, Raymond Shaw, is a rigid and unpopular ser-
geant in a unit fi ghting in the Korean War when his Intelligence and Reconnaissance 
(I&R) patrol unit is overtaken and spirited to a secret facility in Manchuria. Th ere they 
are brainwashed by a brilliant Chinese scientist who plants in their minds a scenario  in 
which they have spent the time not at the facility, but pinned down by “a full company of 
enemy infantry” until saved by the heroics of Sergeant Shaw, whom the commander of 
the patrol, Captain Ben Marco (played by Frank Sinatra in the fi lm), accordingly recom-
mends for the prestigious Medal of Honor.   13    
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 Condon introduces the reader to the idea behind the brainwashing through a lecture 
and demonstration that the scientist, Yen Lo, gives to an audience of visiting Russian polit-
ical and scientifi c dignitaries. In a digression, Condon explains, “conditioned refl exes do 
not involve volitional thinking. Words produce associative refl exes” and “infl ection and 
gesture have been conditioned as intensifi ers of word conditionings, as Andrew Salter, the 
Pavlovian disciple writes. Salter shows that when one sees the essence of the unconscious 
mind to be conditioning, one is in a strategic position to develop a sound understanding 
of the deepest wellspring of human behavior. . . . . Conditioning, called brainwashing by 
the news agencies, is the production of reactions in the human organism through the use 
of associative refl exes” (31–32). Yen Lo’s demonstration involves having “conditioned” 
the patrol unit to believe they are present not at a Chinese research facility in Manchuria, 
but at a ladies’ garden club meeting in a New Jersey hotel where they have been forced to 
wait out a storm. Condon’s political satire is evident in his incorporation of witty sardonic 
asides, such as Yen Lo’s remarks that no one should be surprised that the belief that a hyp-
notized subject will refuse to do something that he fi nds (consciously) morally repugnant 
is an “ ‘old wives’ tale’ ” since we see “ ‘the conception of people acting against their own 
best interests . . . . occasionally in sleep walking and in politics, every day’ ” (41). Peppering 
scientifi c explanation with such asides, Condon underscores Yen Lo’s horrifying cal-
lousness. He is not just dispassionate, but amused as he demonstrates Raymond’s con-
ditioning by having him strangle one member of his unit and shoot another, completely 
unwittingly and with equal oblivion on the part of the rest of the unit. 

 Frankenheimer’s brilliant cinematic staging of this scene incorporates visual details 
that feature the workings of the unconscious as it plays up the ladies’ garden club meeting 
that is in the background of the scene in the novel. He uses dissolves in this scene, as he 
does throughout the fi lm, to illustrate the kind of overlapping perceptions and memories 
that characterized the Freudian description of the unconscious. Frankenheimer fi lms the 
scene as Ben Marco’s dream, opening with a lingering dissolve that superimposes Ben, 
asleep in the present-day, onto a yawning incarnation of his past self in the New Jersey 
hotel, listening to Mrs. Henry Whittaker’s lecture, “Fun with Hydrangeas.” Th e scene is 
indefatigably playful, with the camera moving continuously in a circular pan. Th e scene 
changes subtly as it circles; the fi rst full circle ends with Mrs. Whittaker’s transformation 
into Yen Lo, with an accompanying change in background from the garden club to the 
stadium seating of the lecture room fi lled with Russian and Chinese military and politi-
cal dignitaries. Th e scene cuts back and forth between these shots, gradually combining 
them as Yen Lo and Mrs. Whittaker give each other’s talks with the background shift ing 
apparently arbitrarily and unevenly. Mrs. Whittaker invokes Andrew Salter against the 
backdrop of posters of Stalin and Mao; Yen Lo speaks of the machinations of brainwash-
ing as the ladies of the garden club nod and smile. Th e visual play mimics the workings 
of the unconscious—of a dream—as it produces a wittily surreal eff ect. Marco wakes up 
screaming as Raymond strangles his fellow unit member.           

 In both novel and fi lm, the juxtaposition follows psychoanalytic logic, appearing non-
sensical but in fact manifesting free association and ultimately disclosing an uncanny 
association between the middle-aged matrons and their Communist cinematic alter 
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egos. In 1942 the cultural commentator and science fi ction writer Philip Wylie coined 
the term “momism” in his widely read screed,  Generation of Vipers,  to name the char-
acter that he believed had been created by the gender dynamics of the contemporary 

 
   figure 6.1       Frankenheimer uses randomly shift ing backgrounds and characters to mimic the 
logic of the unconscious in the dream sequence. Mrs. Henry Whittaker speaks about hydran-
geas to the ladies’ garden club against a background of Mao and Stalin in Manchuria.

 
   figure 6.2       Yen Lo speaks about brainwashing against the background of the meeting of the 
ladies’ garden club in a New Jersey hotel, where Raymond and his unit have taken shelter 
during a rainstorm.
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family. Increasingly excluded from the workplace in the postwar period, women, in 
Wylie’s formulation, turned their energy and ambition to childrearing at the expense 
of the independence of their children, especially their male children, whom they 
emasculated. 

 Erikson largely concurred, being careful (as Wylie was) to distinguish between 
mothers and “Mom” as “a stereotyped caricature of existing contradictions which have 
emerged from intense, rapid, and as yet unintegrated changes in American history” 
(250).   14    Th e casualty, as Erikson labeled it, was “individualism”: “In the pursuit of the 
adjustment to and mastery over the machine,” he wrote, “American mothers (especially 
of the middle class) found themselves standardizing and overadjusting children who 
later were expected to personify that very virile individuality which in the past had been 
one of the outstanding characteristics of the American. Th e resulting danger was that of 
creating, instead of individualism, a mass-produced mask of individuality” (254). 

 Susceptibility to brainwashing began with the Cold War family and its warped gen-
der roles. Mrs. Henry Whittaker’s name, a feature unique to the fi lm, makes the point. 
Not only is her identity buried, as was conventional, in her husband’s name, but the 
name invokes Whittaker Chambers, the notorious Communist spy turned informant, 
who warned readers of the  Saturday Evening Post  about the “sleeper apparatuses” that 
included government offi  cials in their midst. Th e nominal association suggests the hid-
den danger of matriarchs whose thwarted ambitions turn them into agents of a dan-
gerous socialization. Mrs. Henry Whittaker’s apparently innocuous lecture on the 
cultivation of nature masks a more insidious cultivation of human nature. She is, indeed, 
in her way, Yen Lo’s agent. 

 Th e dream sequence prepares the reader or spectator to understand the conspirator 
Ellie Iselin similarly.   15    Motivated not by politics or money, but by a lust for power that stems 
from the epitome of a dysfunctional family, she perpetuates the dynamic that warped her. 
Condon’s description of the forming of Ellie Iselin’s character has few rivals for understated 
horror as he chronicles the emergence of a sociopath. Ellie “had loved her father with a 
bond so secret, so deep, and so thrilling that it surpassed into eternity the drab feelings 
of the other people, all other people, particularly the feelings of her brother and her clot 
of a mother. She had had woman’s breasts from the time she had been ten years old, and 
she had felt a woman’s yearnings as she had lain in the high, dark attic of her father’s great 
house, only on rainy nights, only when the other slept. She would lie in the darkness and 
hear the rain, then hear her father’s soft , soft  step rising on the stairs aft er he had slipped 
the bolt into the lock of the attic door, and she would slip out of her long woolen night dress 
and wait for the warmth of him and the wonder of him” (73–74). Condon manifests the 
extent to which Ellie’s character is deformed by her incestuous relationship with her father 
in her reaction to his sudden death: she nails “the paw of a beige cocker spaniel to the fl oor 
because the dog was stubborn and refused to understand the most elemental instructions 
to remain still when she had called out the command to do so. Could she have called out 
and made her wondrous father stay with her when he was dying?” (73). 

 Her mistreatment of the dog prompts her brother to perpetuate the violence in 
an eff ort to discipline her. He beats her with a hockey stick, an act for which she 
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never forgives him, and she spends her life enacting vengeance on him and on all 
men for whom she experienced “a deep distaste and contempt” (74). Violence begets 
violence: “she vowed and resolved, dedicated and consecrated, that she would beat 
[her brother] into humiliation at whatsoever he chose to undertake, and it was to 
the eternal shame of their country that he chose politics and government and that 
she needed therefore to plunge in aft er him” (74). Channeling her desire for ven-
geance into a quest for power, Ellie leaves her loveless marriage to Raymond’s father 
and weds his more politically ambitious, more malleable, and much less ethical, law 
partner. Johnny Iselin relies on her to be his puppet master and allows her to play out 
her insatiable ambitions. 

 Psychologically, her emergence as a sociopath conforms to a script that Freud him-
self could have written, but Condon infl ects it with a caricature of “momism” that 
deepens the psycho-political analysis of the novel, as is evident when Raymond 
recounts his happiest summer to Ben Marco—the summer in which, for the only time 
in his life, he fell in love. Th e object of his love, Jocie Jordan, is the daughter of a sen-
ator known for his ethics and his enmity toward the Iselins. Th e novel conveys the 
strength of Raymond’s emotion—and, by implication, the power of Ellie’s hold over 
him—stylistically, with the fi rst-person present-tense eruption that breaks through 
the third-person past-tense narration. When Raymond returns home from an eve-
ning with the Jordans, he “ . . . dragged his dread behind him into the room, sickened 
to fi nd [Ellie] awake so late. Th ere she sits like a mail-order goddess, serene as the star 
on a Christmas tree, as calm as a jury, preening the teeth of her power with the fl oss 
of my joy, soiling it, shredding it, and just about ready to throw it away, and she is 
getting to look more and more like those two-dimensional women who pose for nail 
polish advertisements, and I have wanted to kill her for all of these years and now it 
is too late” (100–101). Th e metaphors confi rm Ellie’s dominance. She is all-pervasive 
in Raymond’s mind, distilling the power of institutions—religion, the law—of which 
she makes a mockery, as she forms and conforms to the culture’s depiction of Woman. 
Th e disorienting “my” and “I” suggest the disruptive power of the typically repressed 
Raymond’s emotions: hatred suff used with disgust, which, in Freudian terms, hints at 
deeply buried desire. 

 Frankenheimer depicts this scene as an oscillation between dream sequence and 
present narration. In an especially long dissolve, a gradually sharpening image of Ellie 
appears at the dinner table with gradually fading (and laughing) images of Raymond 
and the Jordans, and a superimposed narrating Raymond. Th e scene stages the power 
of the unconscious in which Ellie’s sharpening presence suggests her hold on her son 
and, through it, her infl uence over the destiny of Jocie and Senator Jordan. Although 
Raymond is not a child, the scene depicts a child’s consciousness, in which the phantas-
magorical mother looms larger than his reality. Th e scene dissolves into the confronta-
tion between Raymond and his mother in which she announces her plan to terminate 
Raymond and Jocie’s relationship. In both versions, “Mom” accordingly pens a note to 
Jocie informing her “that Raymond was a homosexual and in other ways degenerate, 
and that he would be far, far better forgotten by this sweet, fi ne child” (104).       
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    III.   

 If, as Meerloo suggests, totalitarianism is a “disease of human relations,” then it makes 
sense that incest, which Freud located on the border between nature and civilization, 
would produce a would-be puppet-master bent on world domination as an expression 
of family pathology.   16    Ellie’s father has ensured her warped, infantile sensibility, chan-
neling aff ection into a drive to dominate, and she has accordingly molded her son, 
who, under the infl uence of brainwashing, becomes the object of her incestuous lust. 
Incapable of healthy relationships, Ellie manipulates in order to control her world, and 
propaganda, always bordering on brainwashing, is the language of that control. She 
continually displays mastery over words and images worthy of a writer or fi lmmaker, 
as she manifests the classic personality of the totalitarian leader.   17    Both Condon and 
Frankenheimer instill in Ellie a deep knowledge of their respective expertise. She is an 
advertising genius and a brilliant cinematic director with a deep understanding of polit-
ical iconography and a breathtaking sense of style. 

 Frankenheimer conveys Ellie’s expertise through a comic surfeit of Lincoln images 
that shows her mastery of propaganda. Lincoln appears in key moments throughout 
the fi lm—in portraits, busts, and lampshades in the Iselin house; as the costume that 
Johnny wears at the ball at which the Iselins, for political reasons, reunite Raymond 
and Jocie; and in Johnny’s outfi ts at the televised press conference around which Ellie’s 
plot revolves and elsewhere. While the iconography is Frankenheimer’s innovation, 
it may register a hint in Condon’s rhetoric when he describes Ellie as “dedicated and 

 
   figure  6.3       A slow dissolve appears to place Ellie at the Jordans’ dinner table in a memory 
Raymond shares with Ben.
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consecrated”—famous key words of “Th e Gettysburg Address”—to her brother’s humil-
iation, hence a career in politics. Ellie’s public relations brilliance debases as it exploits 
the most sacrosanct political utterances, which are, for Condon and Frankenheimer, 
themselves suspect.                

 
   figure 6.4       Johnny’s refl ection in a portrait of Lincoln hanging on the Iselin wall.

 
   figure 6.5       Ellie watches Johnny through a television monitor as Johnny, dressed and posed 
to resemble Lincoln, announces the presence of Communists in the U.S. government.
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 Th rough Ellie, both the novel and the fi lm implicitly link advertising and perverse 
seduction (incest) with power as a common term. Yen Lo, too, manifests this under-
standing when he allows his staff  to “have a little fun in the selection of outlandish 
tobacco substitutes [such as yak dung] because he knew that word of it would pass 
through the armies . . . rubbing more sheen into the legend of the Yen Lo unit” (33). He 
is even evidently familiar (as Condon’s readers and Frankenheimer’s audience would 
surely be) with a famous cigarette campaign, quipping, “yak dung tastes good like a ciga-
rette should” (33).   18    Th e ad campaign is thereby linked to the humiliation of the dupes 
who are happily puffi  ng away on crap—literally. 

 Ellie’s command over Bernays’s fundamental postulates is nowhere more evident 
than in the televised press conference featuring the Secretary of Defense through 
which both novel and fi lm consolidate their psycho-political analysis of the McCarthy 
moment. Playing to the cameras, Johnny, carefully coached by Ellie, disrupts the event 
as he waves an alleged list “ ‘of two hundred and seven persons who are known to the 
Secretary of Defense as being members of the Communist party and who, neverthe-
less, are still working and shaping the policy of the Defense Department’ ” (125). Th e 
number refl ects a particular calculus known only to Ellie, but the exact number is irrel-
evant since Ellie, manifesting her expertise in public manipulation, has Johnny change 
the number repeatedly until, as she had planned, “the ruse had . . . people arguing all over 
the country about how many Communists there were in the Defense Department rather 
than whether there were any there at all.” Aft er all, as she well understood, “it wasn’t the 

 
   figure 6.6       Portrait of Lincoln by Mathew Brady.
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issue itself so much as the way he could sell it” (129). When Ellie realizes that the con-
stantly changing number of Communists has begun to perplex Johnny, she settles on the 
number 57 “not only because Johnny would be able to remember it but because all of the 
jerks could remember it, too, as it could be linked so easily with the fi ft y-seven varieties 
of canned food that had been advertised so well and so steadily for so many years” (132). 
Frankenheimer stages the scene over a casual meal and has Ellie settle on the number 
aft er watching Johnny pour ketchup boorishly over his steak.   19    

 Johnny’s staged performance references McCarthy’s famous announcement of a 
list of 205 State Department employees at a Republican women’s Lincoln Day lunch 
in Wheeling, West Virginia, in 1950, which propelled the obscure junior senator from 
Wisconsin onto the national stage. Th e scene is more central in the fi lm than in the 
novel, as Frankenheimer, known for an aesthetic derived from his experience as a tele-
vision director, uses it to comment on the role of television in mass manipulation. Th e 
scene sutures the beginning of McCarthy’s career with his political downfall, the tele-
vised Army/McCarthy hearings that had garnered millions of viewers as it played out 
between April 22 and June 17, 1954. Th e scene underscores the role of television in poli-
tics, even beyond any individual’s ability to control its eff ects. 

 Th e room is crowded with journalists and onlookers, and as the camera pans the 
room, it prominently features a television set in the lower left  corner in which the 
Secretary responds to questions. As the Secretary speaks, the lighting, the shot, and the 
action of the scene increasingly direct attention to the television screen. A quick cut fea-
tures the screen more prominently but focuses on a calculating Ellie Iselin who, leaning 
against the wall (on the full left  side of the shot), watches the Secretary as a seated Johnny, 
slightly to the viewer’s right, watches her. With a nod from Ellie, clearly in the role of 
director, Johnny rises to make his statement. Ellie leans forward, watching the television 
screen, which blurs as the cameras whirl to Johnny and then features the buff oonish 
senator as he makes his outlandish pronouncement. Th e scene triangulates, with Ellie 
to the left , watching the screen, Johnny to her upper right in profi le, and Johnny’s face, 
lower right, on the screen. 

 Th roughout the scene, Johnny’s attire and gestures evoke Abraham Lincoln, capi-
talizing both on the use of Lincoln as a refrain throughout the fi lm and on the source 
of the scene: the occasion of McCarthy’s delivery of his famous Lincoln Day speech. 
Johnny punctuates his speech by yelling, “Point of order! Point of order,” as McCarthy 
did throughout the televised Army/McCarthy hearings. Television and its eff ects are the 
center of this scene, which anticipates Emile de Antonio’s 1964 documentary  Point of 
Order,  a fi lm comprised of scenes from the televised hearings that explores the role of 
television in McCarthy’s downfall. Frankenheimer’s confl ation of the beginning and end 
of McCarthy’s political infl uence suggests his (and Condon’s) interest not in history as it 
was lived, but in the psycho-political analysis of a cultural unconscious. 

 Condon is in fact careful to establish Ellie’s lack of political convictions; she is in no 
way a Communist, and her collaboration with the Communists is expedient and tempo-
rary. She wants nothing beyond sheer domination for its own sake. As she tells a stupefi ed 
Raymond, “ ‘. . . just as I am a mother before everything else I am an American second to 
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that, and when I take power they will be pulled down and ground into dirt for what they 
did to you and for what they did in so contemptuously underestimating me’ ” (289–290). 

 Ellie’s style of mothering clearly enhances Raymond’s susceptibility to brainwashing; 
however, his predisposition to automatism is terrifying not in its extremity—that, in 
fact, would be reassuring—but in its ordinariness. Only Ben and one other member of 
the unit—a minor character named Alan Melvin—show any sign of resisting the condi-
tioning. By contrast, “the other members of Marco’s I&R patrol whose minds believed 
in so many things that had never happened, although in that instance they were hardly 
unique, returned to their homes, left  them, found jobs and left  them until, at last, they 
achieved an understanding of their essential desperation and made peace with it, to set-
tle down into making and acknowledging the need for the automatic motions that were 
called living” (107). In the fi lm, Alan Melvin is the one African American solider in an 
otherwise white unit, as though his status as an outsider makes him marginally less sus-
ceptible to his conditioning. 

 Ben is the fi gure who ultimately comes closest to real insight in the novel, and his 
struggle is most evident at the verge of a nervous collapse that is brought on by the night-
mares representing the breakthrough memories. Appropriately, the struggle crystallizes 
around a woman, fi nding expression in the erotic fantasies she evokes. Forced to take 
a medical leave because of the nightmares, he travels to New York hoping that a meet-
ing with Raymond will bring him some clarity. On the train, he glimpses the woman, 
who precipitates a rush of associations that is not unusual at a moment of psychic dis-
tress. Condon has established Ben to be an avid reader, and his response to the woman 
suggests that he has been shaping a feminine ideal from his reading. Her mouth, for 
example, is a “shape he had yearned to see in living fl esh since he had seen its coun-
terpart within a photograph he had found in a German magazine twenty-three years 
before, rolled up in his father’s eff ects in the trunk of a command car. . . . It looked insa-
tiable. It told him about lust which had been lost far back in mythology, lust which could 
endow its tasters with eternal serenity, and it was the mouth of many varieties of vary-
ing kinds of woman” (164–165). From her belt buckle in the shape of Quetzalcoatl, a 
Mesoamerican deity embodied as a feathered serpent, to her “Semitic nose” and, fi nally, 
“the eyes of a Tuareg woman” (165), Rosie Cheyney takes shape for Ben through images 
he associates with mystery and mythology, with resistance, that is, to Western rational-
ism. At this moment of profound stress and imminent collapse, his associations bring 
him to the edge of a breakthrough—an insight, perhaps, into what has been lost in this 
“age of ads, propaganda, and publicity” (Meerloo, 100). 

 Rushing weeping from the car, he is surprised to fi nd that Rosie has followed him to 
the vestibule between cars, and she fl eshes out his fantasy with her banter:

  “Maryland is a beautiful state,” she said. 
 “Th is is Delaware.” 
 “I know. I was one of the original Chinese workmen who laid track   on this stretch, 
but nonetheless Maryland is a beautiful state. So is Ohio, for that matter.” (167)  
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Th e oddness of their banter has prompted some critics to speculate that Rosie, also in 
league with the Communists, has been sent to be Ben’s handler and is engaging in some 
kind of mind control, and in the fi lm, the associations in this scene make little sense.   20    
But Condon’s detailed rendition of Ben’s associations has a logic that such a reading 
overlooks. He asks Rosie if she is Arabic, which makes no sense without the lead-in of 
those associations (as in the fi lm), but the invocation in the novel of the Tuareg, and of 
Dassine oult Yemma, a celebrated Tuareg poet and musician known especially for her 
love poems as well as for her grace and integrity, supplies an important context. A cel-
ebrated symbol of Tuareg womanhood, she stands, in the novel, in pointed contrast to 
Ellie Iselin, as the matrilineal Tuareg culture stands to Cold War America. Ben’s associa-
tions, in this context, suggest his unconscious understanding of his “dream” and what it 
is telling him of the plot that he is slowly beginning to unravel as well as of the American 
nuclear family that is at the root of the problem. Ben’s fantasies of Dassine oult Yemma 
and the Tuareg suggest his growing insight into the gendered patterns of that family 
model and possible antidote to the pathologies it produces. 

 With an understanding of words as an instrument of mind control—and of the “war 
of words” that characterized the Cold War—Condon off ers in Rosie and Ben’s fl irta-
tion an alternative means of using words. Th e associational thinking that their fl irtation 
represents has the potential to liberate language from the kind of control that Bernays, 
Meerloo, and others describe in their writings on propaganda and brainwashing. With 
its invitation to peer into the processes of meaning making—how words and images 
shape an experience of the world—the associations that comprise the fl irtation could 
perhaps lead to the kind of self-observation that Erikson advocates. 

 Ultimately, however, Condon’s novel off ers an insight almost grasped. Ben’s associa-
tions do not lead him to a deep insight about the American nuclear family but instead 
represent his susceptibility to an exotic, Orientalized ideal of womanhood that is as 
two-dimensional as the idealized “American Mom” of his own culture’s advertisements. 
Indeed, he and Rosie ultimately affi  rm the American family as an ideal they plan to 
reproduce at the end of the novel. 

 Ben is, moreover, complicit in the very methods that had suggestively been cast as a 
threat to democracy throughout the novel and as “un-American” in the American media 
during the Cold War. Having identifi ed the mechanisms through which Raymond is 
being hypnotized, he discovers the plot:  Raymond is to assassinate the presidential 
nominee of the Iselins’ political party at the party’s convention, allowing Johnny, the 
vice presidential nominee, to display a heroism that will surely earn him the nomination 
in the dead candidate’s place. Ben, however, does not liberate, but instead reprograms 
his former sergeant, directing both Raymond’s assassination of the Iselins and his sub-
sequent suicide. And Ben acknowledges that the act is partly payback for the suicide of 
his commanding offi  cer in response to the moral dilemma of Ben’s promotion, forced on 
both of them by Johnny Iselin as part of the plot. “Th e Army,” he tells a colleague, “takes 
care of its own” (307). Th e novel thereby illustrates with a twist Erikson’s “basic fact that 
human [read: American] childhood provides a most fundamental psychological basis 
for human exploitation” (373). 
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 Th e fi lm departs from the novel in its more conventional Hollywood ending. Ben/
Sinatra liberates rather than reprograms Raymond, who then chooses to foil the plot. 
Assassinating Johnny and Ellie, Raymond places the Medal of Honor around his neck 
and turns the gun on himself. Th e fi lm ends with Ben’s reading aloud to Rosie the cita-
tions for the list of recipients of the Medal of Honor, concluding with his own eulogy 
for Raymond: “Made to commit acts too unspeakable to be cited here by an enemy who 
had captured his mind and his soul. He freed himself at last and in the end heroically 
and unhesitatingly gave his life to save his country. Raymond Shaw.” It thereby affi  rms 
an American ideal of individualism: the triumph of both Ben’s and Raymond’s wills in 
an act of heroism. Yet the artifi ce of the ending does not fi nally temper what makes  Th e 
Manchurian Candidate  such a terrifying story of paranoia, which is the threat not of the 
Communist conspiracy that it depicts, but of the most basic social unit: the American 
nuclear family. 

 As Elaine Tyler May demonstrates, the nuclear family represented a retreat from the 
dangers of Cold War America at least in part by restoring conventional gender roles 
and “the institutions of work and family life” that years of Depression and war had 
unsettled.   21    Symbols of safety and prosperity, the nuclear family and its well-appointed 
(middle-class) home were the products—and oft en instruments—of Cold War propa-
ganda in the United States. But, as  Th e Manchurian Candidate  and other literary, cin-
ematic, and social scientifi c depictions of familial pathology make clear, the idea of 
unwitting human susceptibility to external infl uences haunted the nuclear family as it 
permeated the propaganda debates. Th e family that ostensibly off ered an escape from 
the paranoia that notoriously pervaded Cold War America could equally spawn agents 
who might realize the nation’s worst fears. If Cold War Americans learned to be suspi-
cious of friends who might be Communist spies or neighbors who could be McCarthyite 
informers, the greatest danger came from a source that was even harder to identify and 
root out: the “hidden tyrant” of the unconscious. Th e darkly humorous lesson of  Th e 
Manchurian Candidate  in both of its incarnations derived from its brilliant staging of 
the implications of these anxieties, which turned concern about propaganda into terror 
of brainwashing: if America succumbed to totalitarianism or even nuclear devastation, 
the nation would have only its constituent selves to blame.    
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          chapter 7 

 ro of for a house 
divided:  how u.s . 

propaganda evolved into 
public diplomacy    

    nicholas j. cull    

                 And if a house be divided against itself, that house cannot stand.    1     

Diplomats and deans are seldom at a loss for words, but in early 1965 Edmund 
Gullion—who was both—was in dire need of verbal inspiration. Th e recently retired 
U.S.  career ambassador and newly minted Dean of the Fletcher School of Law and 
Diplomacy at Tuft s University in Massachusetts knew that diplomacy was changing. 
Gullion recognized that the proliferation of broadcast media and dawn of satellite com-
munication required a radical departure from the traditional diplomacy practiced in 
the fi rst half of the twentieth century. He believed that the news media had to move 
to the heart of diplomatic practice, as did international exchange and cultural work. 
He resolved to establish a research center at Tuft s to study the subject but initially had 
no idea what to call this new approach or his new center. He confessed that he would 
have liked to use the term  propaganda  but was too aware of its negative connotation for 
U.S. audiences. He eventually settled on a form of words that had been used from time 
to time to describe a variety of information practices: public diplomacy.   2    Th e coinage 
allowed the term  propaganda  to be used exclusively to denigrate extremists of the left  or 
right. In July 1965 Gullion announced that a Center for Public Diplomacy would be set 
up at Tuft s as a memorial to Ed Murrow, the late journalist who had directed interna-
tional communication for the Kennedy administration. Th us, the term  public diplomacy  
was let loose in the lexicon of mass persuasion.   3    

 Gullion’s coinage presents itself as a fi xed point:  something defi ned that, in time, 
would bring forth bureaucracies, offi  cials, reports, books, journals, and even profes-
sors and degree programs using the term.   4    Yet even within the apparatus of the United 
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States, the components of public diplomacy as delivered in the fi eld have remained in 
fl ux. Moreover, the nation’s interest in the subject has vacillated dramatically depend-
ing on whether there was a crisis requiring an immediate solution, which has added a 
counterproductive instability to the entire eff ort. At the time of Gullion’s coinage, the 
components of U.S. public diplomacy were, for the most part, children of one particular 
crisis—the propaganda eff ort in World War II—but they were increasingly distant sib-
lings. Part of the reason that a new word was embraced in 1965 was that the U.S. overt 
engagement with world opinion was already showing the strain of multiple approaches 
with radically diff erent expectations and no less divergent ethical outlooks. Th e term 
 public diplomacy  was an umbrella erected over bodies in motion, a roof for a divided 
house, erected with the intent of countering those divisions. Th is essay will trace both 
the cycles of crisis that have driven U.S. public diplomacy forward and the centrifugal 
force of the divisions within the country’s approach to world opinion that have marked 
and limited its development. As will be seen, a big part of the problem lies in the distinc-
tion between public diplomacy and propaganda. Th e practitioners may have believed 
that a new form of benign two-way international communication had sprung into exis-
tence, but their political paymasters were still, for the most part, looking for the power-
ful one-way eff ects associated with propaganda in its most raw form. 

 Th e United States is a republic founded on ideas, and from its inception it has sought 
to project those ideas to the world. However, the young republic had a lot else to do, 
too, and a pattern soon emerged of addressing world opinion mainly during a crisis 
like the Revolution, the Civil War, or Great War.   5    International propaganda ran con-
trary to two of the great characteristic impulses of U.S. history: the isolationist impulse 
against involvement in international aff airs and the mistrust of large-scale government, 
an impulse that was especially strong when applied to propaganda work either at home 
or abroad. Hence, as the Great War ended, Congress scrambled to demolish the massive 
Committee on Public Information apparatus created by the Wilson administration to 
spread its ideas around the world. Other nations were not so inhibited. 

 Following the Great War, many countries leapt to launch elaborate new propaganda 
mechanisms to project their national image. Th e United States moved only in baby 
steps: fi rst came a couple of binational centers founded to build understanding between 
American ex-pat communities and their hosts in Th ailand (1925) and Argentina (1928); 
then, in 1935 the State Department began a service called the Wireless File by which 
key speeches and news articles of the day could be distributed to U.S. diplomatic posts 
around the world for dissemination to the press. It was hardly in the same league as 
the Soviet Union’s VOKS, Mussolini’s Italian Cultural Institute, or even the UK’s British 
Council. Th e crisis of the later 1930s provided the fi nal push. Alarmed by Nazi outreach 
in Latin America, in 1938 the Roosevelt administration created a Division of Cultural 
Relations at the Department of State to oversee cultural and scientifi c exchanges with 
its southern neighbors. Th is new unit presented a sophisticated outlook. In an era when 
most government-run international information initiatives around the world thought 
only of export, the pioneers of U.S. cultural diplomacy such as Deputy Secretary of State 
Sumner Welles or the division’s head Ben Cherrington, stressed the need for two-way 

07_Castronovo_CH07.indd   13207_Castronovo_CH07.indd   132 9/30/2013   4:15:01 PM9/30/2013   4:15:01 PM



roof for a house divided  133

exchange and mutual learning. Th ey were as interested in transforming the parochial 
United States as they were in changing any foreign “target.” Th eir ideas constituted a dis-
tinct cultural diplomacy approach, and the cultural unit within the Department of State 
swift ly developed its own identity and mores, which were destined to be passed from 
one generation of cultural specialists to the next, despite an almost immediate abandon-
ment of a mutual approach by the White House and mainstream of U.S. diplomacy.   6    

 Th e descent of Europe into war provoked a more pointed approach. In 1940 Roosevelt 
tapped Nelson Rockefeller to serve in the new offi  ce of Coordinator of Inter-American 
Aff airs with a mandate to counter Nazi infl uence in South America. One-way pro-
paganda by print, cultural exports and other media became his staple. Although 
Rockefeller made some attempts to promote a two-way fl ow for mutual infl uence, 
information and exchange work were being recast chiefl y as force multipliers for the 
United States.   7    In 1941 Roosevelt prepared to go yet further, creating an Offi  ce of the 
Coordinator of Information as an international intelligence agency but divisions 
included a Foreign Information Service (FIS). 

 In the wake of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt—like Lincoln and 
Wilson before him—launched major international propaganda initiatives to support his 
diplomatic eff ort. Th e overt activities of the FIS moved into yet another new agency—
the Offi  ce of War Information. OWI’s most prominent activity was Voice of America 
radio, a short-wave service, headquartered in New  York City, developed by the FIS 
to address allied, occupied, and enemy populations in Europe. Despite its propagan-
distic  raison d’être  the station sought to operate according to the established ethics of 
U.S. journalistic balance and objectivity. Th e “Voice” began broadcasting in early 1942 
with a heartfelt pledge in German: “Th e news may be good or bad. We shall tell you 
the truth.” Th e station’s editorial independence did not always serve the immediate ends 
of diplomacy in the fi eld. Broadcasts following the capitulation of Italy included mate-
rial that diverged signifi cantly from administration policy, including a notorious sleight 
against the “moronic little king” Victor Emmanuel III. OWI administrators took steps 
to rein in the radio station, but the impulse to objectivity remained.   8    

 Th e mainstream of Offi  ce of War Information constituted a third U.S. approach to 
international communication to set beside cultural exchange ideas at the Department 
of States and journalistic priorities at Voice of America. OWI’s culture was one of advo-
cacy and an eagerness to tell America’s story to the world. To this end, the Offi  ce of War 
Information created a chain of “United States Information Service” fi eld posts attached 
to U.S. embassies around the world. Th ese posts published pamphlets and magazines, 
organized fi lm shows, and translated and distributed speeches. Th ey commanded some 
80 percent of the OWI’s budget. Drawn from a diverse range of professions including 
journalism, academia and public relations, by the end of the war, OWI offi  cers had a 
sense of themselves as professional communicators and regional experts with an impor-
tant role to play in getting the U.S. message out to the people of the world.   9    

 As the war progressed, all elements of the U.S. information machine grew. Th e cul-
tural approach was applied beyond the Americas. Th e shift ing geography of war added 
new regions of concern, especially the Middle East. Th e most signifi cant embassies now 
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acquired cultural attachés with license to present U.S. life, language, and letters without 
a political gloss. By the end of the war, the senior international communicator at the 
Department of State—the Assistant Secretary of State for Public Aff airs—was an exem-
plar of this approach: the poet and former Librarian of Congress, Archibald MacLeish.   10    

 Th e war also affi  rmed the most pointed elements of propaganda as the United 
States undertook what was known at the time as psychological warfare. Psychological 
warfare—engagement with a foreign public to achieve a military objective—came in 
two distinct forms: overt and covert. At the time and since, these have been color-coded 
as white and black: with white propaganda being that with an honestly identifi ed point 
of origin and black being that for which the point of origin was either concealed or 
deliberately misattributed. In between, there was an area of grey propaganda where 
precise origin was unclear, but the true source had an ability to deny a role. Th e United 
States military handled overt white propaganda for military objectives as a function 
of its newly established special-operations units. Methods included broadcasting, 
leafl et drops, and loud-speaker addresses, which, when carefully used, proved able to 
prompt the surrender of German personnel in the European theatre.   11    Covert, black 
activity fell to the Offi  ce of Strategic Services. From 1943 the OSS included a Morale 
Operations Branch with a mandate to conduct covert propaganda against enemy pub-
lics and personnel. Th e branch had divisions dedicated to clandestine radio broad-
casting, the creation of rumors, the creation and distribution of fake publications, and 
other gambits. Operations included infi ltration of poison pen letters (devised to sow 
internal division within Germany) into the Reich and craft ing depressing versions of 
the leafl ets that the Germans dropped on their own lines in France to maintain morale 
among their own troops.   12    

 General Dwight D. Eisenhower, then supreme commander of allied forces in Europe, 
was profoundly impressed by the achievement of both the overt and covert psychologi-
cal warfare and emphasized what he called the “P” factor—psychology—in his approach 
to the remainder of the war and the Cold War that followed. Although the psychologi-
cal warriors of both the military and the OSS learned the importance of credibility and 
hence emphasized truth in their messaging,   13    their approach diverged from that of the 
cultural diplomats, VOA’s international broadcasters, or the OWI’s information profes-
sionals, and it constituted a fourth approach. Th e psychological warriors believed that 
engagement with foreign publics could and should be tied to results. Th ey were pre-
pared to use communication tools to apply political pressure for ends including pro-
moting dissent and regime change in their target countries. Th eir attachment to truth 
was based on a calculation of its persuasive utility rather than professional ethics. Th ey 
reserved the right to mislead if necessary. 

 Th e end of World War II produced the same impulse to retreat from international 
communication seen in 1919, but this time an awareness that statecraft  was changing 
stayed the executioner’s hand. In August 1945, President Truman transferred VOA and 
international elements of the OWI to the Department of State to ease the transition into 
peace. Exchange diplomacy received a shot in the arm from the junior senator from 
Arkansas, William Fulbright. He had no doubt either of the need for the world to get 
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to know the United States or of the need for the United States to get to know the world. 
In the summer of 1946, he successfully attached an amendment to a piece of legisla-
tion regarding the disposal of war surplus materials to make foreign currency recovered 
from its sale available to fund educational exchanges. Understanding the risk that such 
exchanges could become politicized, he also established a system of fi rewalls around 
their operation, trusting the administration of each bilateral Fulbright relationship to an 
academic board. Th e fi rst exchanges were with Burma and China.   14    

 Despite (or perhaps because of) Truman’s support for international information, it 
initially proved diffi  cult to sustain either Voice of America’s international broadcasting 
or the OWI’s old “United States Information Service” posts. Republicans in Congress 
frustrated attempts to secure a budget until, repeating the familiar pattern, a crisis 
changed their minds. By 1947, Soviet-American relations were dominated by mutual 
suspicion, and Stalin’s international propaganda activities had reached such a pitch as 
to terrify Congress into action. In early 1948, President Truman was able to sign the 
Smith-Mundt Act providing legislative authority for the fi rst major peacetime inter-
national information campaign in U.S. history. Th is act is still the legal foundation for 
U.S. public diplomacy.   15    

 As the Cold War confrontation deepened, so the U.S. information apparatus grew. 
Marshall Aid to aid Europe included a massive information machine cast in OWI mode. 
Offi  ces in each recipient country worked to promote awareness of U.S. benefi cence, to 
nurture European integration, and promote a modern approach to management and 
production. Methods ranged from posters, exhibitions, and fi lms to a traveling pup-
pet show to bypass the literacy barrier in Sicily.   16    A second set of information institu-
tions formed around the military occupation of enemy territory in Japan, Austria, and 
Germany. Here, the military ran re-education initiatives, which included radio stations, 
newspapers, cultural centers and exchanges aimed at the emerging generation of lead-
ers. Th e chain of  Amerika Hauser  (America Houses) constructed across Germany and 
Austria became an infrastructure that endured for much of the Cold War and in some 
locations beyond.   17    

 Th e Cold War crisis also drew forth a renewed covert psychological warfare eff ort. 
Within months of its inception in 1947 the Central Intelligence Agency received a man-
date to conduct “covert psychological operations designed to counteract Soviet and 
Soviet inspired activities which constitute a threat to world peace and security or are 
designed to discredit and defeat the United States in its endeavors to promote world 
peace and security.”   18    In June 1948, the National Security Council created the Offi  ce 
of Special Projects (later the Offi  ce of Policy Coordination) within the CIA. Th e offi  ce 
immediately developed plans to subsidize anti-Communist and refugee organizations 
and to spread rumors and encourage the black market behind the Iron Curtain.   19    

 Th e rapid retooling for Cold War had its costs. Th e Truman administration had given 
little thought to interagency coordination, and tensions abounded within the swirling 
alphabet soup of Cold War government communication. Congress was unimpressed 
and alternately argued that the administration was doing too little or that its machin-
ery was undermined by liberal political bias.   20    Voice of America came under increasing 
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political pressure to be part of an explicit ideological assault on the Soviet Bloc. In July 
1949 the heads of VOA’s new Russian branch wrote a joint memo to the VOA direc-
tor, urging him to retain VOA’s policy of “objective presentation of the news without 
editorializing.” Political commentary on the news, they argued, “would certainly aff ect 
our reputation for objectivity, therefore of credibility.”   21    But even as VOA pondered its 
on-air approach, an initiative stirred in the psychological warfare camp that would help 
settle the issue. 

 Th e CIA saw no reason for the United States to operate only one radio station aimed 
at the Eastern Bloc, and it soon hit on the notion of creating and operating multiple 
radio stations, which, staff ed with some of the political émigrés rapidly accumulating 
in Europe, could provide news and features of the sort that a domestic station might 
have done had the target country been free. Th e concept of “surrogate” international 
broadcasting was born. Th e stations—branded as Radio Free Poland, Radio Free 
Czechoslovakia, and so on—were offi  cially the creation of a private NGO—the National 
Committee for a Free Europe, funded by public donation of “truth dollars.” In reality, 
they were mostly funded and wholly managed by the CIA. Th ese stations were on air 
from 1949. Th eir creation provided respite for Voice of America. With the CIA’s “bad 
cop” Radio Free Europe on the loose, the road was clear for VOA to develop into an 
objective and restrained “good cop.”   22    

 Th e jumble of agencies and programs was hard to manage, and this became an issue 
in the presidential election of 1952. As a candidate, Dwight D. Eisenhower proposed 
a concerted national psychological eff ort and “the planned and eff ective use of every 
means to appeal for men and women everywhere.”   23    Once in offi  ce, Eisenhower worked 
to restructure the U.S.  international information eff ort. Th e psychological warfare 
approach gained the upper hand when he created a new White House position:  the 
Special Assistant for Psychological Warfare. Th e fi rst man to occupy the post was C. D. 
Jackson, veteran of the psychological war eff ort in Europe in World War II and architect 
of Radio Free Europe. Subsequent incumbents included Nelson Rockefeller. Th e CIA’s 
campaign now included a further subsidized radio station called Radio Liberation (later 
Radio Liberty) aimed at the Soviet Union, and a network of covertly subsidized front 
organizations and publications, including the Congress on Cultural Freedom (CCF), an 
organization designed to demonstrate the vitality of the non-Communist left  in Western 
Europe. Th e CCF worked in the cultural sphere—organizing conferences and publish-
ing magazines—but secrecy about its true source of funding placed this work beyond 
the pale of cultural diplomacy as a grey propaganda project. Covert psychological war-
fare was part of U.S. interventions in Iran, Guatemala, South Vietnam, and elsewhere. 
Yet the administration understood that the covert eff orts could only be part of the story 
and the exponents of the covert approach pressed for an up-grade of the overt eff ort also, 
which included by extension the elements of culture, information, and broadcasting, 
which believed themselves to be (and were) more than propaganda.   24    

 Eisenhower commissioned multiple investigations of overt international commu-
nication and resolved to create a single agency to absorb the various functions of the 
eff ort including the OWI’s old United States Information Service posts, cultural centers, 
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Marshall Plan offi  ces, fi lm work, Voice of America radio, and magazine publishing. Th is 
agency would be called the United States Information Agency (USIA) though it kept 
the USIS brand overseas. It would also include an opinion analysis function conducted 
by a bureau of research and a mandate for the agency’s director to provide policy advice 
based on the agency’s fi ndings. Th e Eisenhower administration expected USIA to do 
more than just project the American way to the world. It also was required to take the 
issue out of the political spotlight. It worked with less money than the separate agencies 
of the Truman years and more political control. Voice of America moved from the arm’s 
length of New York City to mircomanageable premises in Washington, DC.   25    

 But the USIA could not be quite what its architects imagined. Th e centrifugal forces 
inherent in the divergent identities within information and exchange added their own 
distortion. Senator Fulbright used his position as the ranking minority member of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee to prevent “his” exchange program and the special 
cultural diplomacy outlook from being absorbed into what he saw as a crude propaganda 
agency. Exchange and culture remained a remit of the State Department, which led to the 
odd expediency of the Division of Cultural Relations at State subcontracting USIA per-
sonnel to administer exchanges and cultural work in the fi eld. Fulbright’s intervention 
meant that USIA began its life with a feeling of incompleteness, like a new nation-state 
longing for a “lost province” of co-linguists across an arbitrarily drawn border. Equally 
it meant that the USIA career structure needed to include cultural specialists to staff  the 
growing network of libraries and cultural centers around the world. Th ey were cut from 
a diff erent cloth from their advocacy-oriented colleagues at USIA, who oft en had back-
grounds in journalism; in contrast the cultural offi  cers were frequently academics whose 
international researches had given them a taste for wider horizons than those found 
on the typical college campus. Th ey became a caste apart at USIA: stepchildren of the 
Cultural Division at State rather than dutiful off spring of the new agency.   26    

 Fulbright’s concerns were not wholly groundless. Th e USIA was set to communicate 
an ideological message, and many of its activities were indistinguishable from propa-
ganda. Although successive USIA directors refused to allow the agency to be a cover for 
intelligence gathering, they routinely worked side-by-side with CIA operatives as part 
of individual embassy “country teams.” Th e USIA generated unattributed propaganda 
to support the CIA-backed coups in Iran and Guatemala, and the agency’s public-aff airs 
offi  cer in Saigon was a trusted confederate of the CIA’s Ed Lansdale in his famous she-
nanigans to promote a migration of Catholic Vietnamese from North to South. Th e 
agency maintained close relations with the military’s psychological operations group 
at Fort Bragg, exchanging personnel and using military resources “in country” when 
necessary. Th e USIA had some unattributed operations of its own, including a secretly 
subsidized newsreel that spread a U.S. perspective in places where the commercial cor-
porations could not operate. All that can be said in mitigation is that the covert activity 
was always marginal to USIA’s work. Th e agency’s core business remained advocacy in 
support of America and its policies, and the all-important listening function: the col-
lection and analysis of data on the state of international public opinion to inform U.S. 
foreign policy-making.   27    
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 President Eisenhower threw off  international campaigns like sparks off  a Catherine 
wheel—Atoms for Peace, Open Skies, People’s Capitalism—and all were delivered by 
the USIA’s global-communication apparatus. Th e underpinning strategy was dramatic 
and uncompromising. Th e administration hoped that it might ferment counterrevolu-
tion across the Eastern Bloc and roll back the power of the Soviet Union. Th e disastrous 
example of Hungary in 1956 changed that expectation. Th e administration retrenched 
and looked for a longer-term approach. Th e years of the second Eisenhower administra-
tion were a watershed for U.S. international information policy. At the USIA, a new (and 
short-lived) director named Arthur Larson announced that he would steer the agency 
away from overt propaganda. Th is new attitude was especially felt in the representation 
of religion. Whereas USIA had heretofore worked closely with religious advisors and 
placed great emphasis on the contrast between American faith and the “godlessness” of 
Communism, from this point onward, headquarters preferred to keep things secular 
and to focus on the material benefi ts of the American way. Th e push away from overt 
propaganda was equally apparent at the Voice of America, where broadcasters looked 
to enshrine their journalistic ethics within a VOA charter that would mandate balanced 
coverage of the news. Eisenhower concurred and granted this charter in 1960. At the 
same time, the United States was pushed back onto the defensive by a string of Soviet 
successes. Under the charismatic leadership of Nikita Khrushchev, Moscow soared 
ahead in the image war with the launch of Sputnik, but Khrushchev’s self-confi dence 
also provided an opportunity for the United States. Th e Soviet premier plainly believed 
that the Soviet Union would gain yet more ground if its ideas were better known in the 
West and was prepared to expose his own people to outside infl uence to open avenues 
for this campaign. In 1958 he signed a treaty with Eisenhower establishing the founda-
tion for academic exchanges, mutual magazine publication, and even an exchange of 
exhibitions, scheduled for the summer of 1959. Th e USIA seized on the opportunity 
with gusto, while the increased focus on cultural mechanisms led to an upgrading of the 
cultural division at the Department of State into a full-fl edged bureau in 1959.   28    

 Th e Cold War of images became an issue in the election of 1960. Candidate John 
F.  Kennedy made political capital from leaked public-opinion polls that showed a 
marked decline of U.S. global prestige. Once again the mood of crisis provided the logic 
for reform. As president, Kennedy initially strengthened the cultural component of 
U.S. public diplomacy. Th e Fulbright-Hays Act of 1961 substantially increased resources 
fl owing to exchanges and established an Assistant Secretary of State for Educational 
and Cultural Aff airs. Psychological warfare also fl ourished as the CIA mobilized 
against new targets in Cuba and North Vietnam. Th e USIA initially fared poorly. Th e 
agency was initially marginal to the administration’s foreign policy and had no role 
in planning the Bay of Pigs invasion of April 1961. In the aft ermath of the fi asco, the 
new director, Edward R. Murrow, angrily declared that if public diplomacy was to be 
“in on the crash-landings” of policy, it needed also to be “in on the take-off s.” Kennedy 
kept Murrow in the loop thereaft er, though there are few examples of his substantially 
redirecting policy.   29    Th e enhanced advisory role was enshrined in a new agency mis-
sion statement of January 1963, but the statement included a worrying addendum that 
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revealed a continued blurring of overt and covert communication. Th e USIA now had 
explicit authority to work with the CIA to “communicate . . . without attribution to the 
United States government.”   30    Th e administration’s bid to pull all the elements of commu-
nication into a unitary eff ort grated at VOA. Both Murrow and the White House favored 
a closer management of VOA’s output. Tight editorial control during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis and interference around the issue of Vietnam suggested the VOA charter of 1960 
was, by itself, insuffi  cient to defend its integrity. It was a mixed legacy to carry forward to 
the administration of Lyndon Johnson. 

 Th e Johnson period saw the coining of the term  public diplomacy . Its promulgator, 
Edmund Gullion, spoke of a desire to fi nd a term to bridge the multiple ways in which 
information and media were impacting on the practice of diplomacy, but its acceptance 
served the institutional agenda of one player in particular:  the USIA. A  single term 
implicitly bolstered the argument for control by a single agency, giving justifi cation to the 
theory that the imperial impulse within the USIA wished to retain dominion over Voice 
of America and wrest cultural diplomacy from the Department of State. Meanwhile the 
emerging crisis in Vietnam provided the usual impulse to invest in public diplomacy 
activity. Th e USIA rode the wave and scrambled to be relevant to the war in Southeast 
Asia. Th e largest budgets in the agency’s history followed, as USIA offi  cers labored to sell 
the puppet regime in Vietnam to its own people and the Vietnam War to the world.   31    

 Th e cultural approach initially seemed set to prosper in the Johnson era. Johnson 
proposed a major expansion of cultural diplomacy in a speech at the Smithsonian 
Institution in September 1965, but the plan was little more than a political gambit to 
curry favor with Senator Fulbright, who, as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, represented an obstacle to his Vietnam policies. When Fulbright remained 
critical, Johnson reversed course as a punishment. Th e Johnson era also saw a continued 
struggle for the Voice of America charter. In March 1965 VOA director Henry Loomis 
resigned in protest against attempted political infl uence. His successor—NBS journalist 
John Chancellor—also came to believe that Voice needed to be fully independent.   32    

 Th e psychological warfare camp, with their end-justifi es-the-means logic, rose and 
fell with the fortunes of war in Vietnam. Th e military and CIA both conducted covert 
operations in Southeast Asia, and USIA still maintained a few unattributed operations 
until a prescient director—Leonard Marks—brought this work to a conclusion. Just a 
few months later in the spring of 1967 the news magazine  Ramparts,  edited by a tena-
cious journalist named Robert Scheer, ran a series of stories revealing the CIA’s covert 
subsidy to the Congress of Cultural Freedom, Radio Free Europe, and other outlets. 
Th ese revelations and the apparent futility of psychological operations in Vietnam put 
the CIA’s approach onto the back burner for a decade or more, creating further space for 
overt and even two-way approaches to international information to fl ourish. Radio Free 
Europe and Radio Liberty migrated out of the covert camp, reinventing themselves as 
independently managed grantees of a federally mandated International Broadcasting 
Board. Although their overt status moved Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty toward 
the Voice of America in theoretical terms, the two branches had overlapping roles and 
oft en behaved like rivals.   33    
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 Th e 1960s ended with multiple calls for a re-evaluation of U.S. public diplomacy; 
however, the Nixon administration placed its energies elsewhere. Th e White House 
had its own approach personifi ed in the president and his National Security Adviser, 
Henry Kissinger, and marginalized not only public diplomacy but also on occasion 
the Department of State as well. It took fi ve years and battle scars from Vietnam, 
Watergate, and the challenges of representing Détente for the pressure for change 
to solidify into a major enquiry, chaired by Frank Stanton, the former president of 
CBS. Th e Stanton panel applied itself directly to the diff use structure of U.S. infor-
mation, noting that other countries had avoided many of the internal tensions by 
creating separate agencies for the diff erent approaches. Th e commission established 
the logic of removing cultural work from the Department of State and called for the 
independence of Voice of America, but the Ford administration was not immediately 
persuaded. Although debate raged, VOA drew some comfort from the additional pro-
tection from political infl uence that came in the summer of 1976 when its charter was 
written into U.S. law.   34    

 Th e Carter administration began with a pledge to rethink the foreign relationships 
of the USA and a reorganisation of the public diplomacy function was one dimension 
of this approach. Th e central feature of the reorganisation was the transfer—despite the 
lobbying eff orts of now former senator Fulbright—of the cultural and exchange diplo-
macy function from the State Department to the USIA, which would also maintain 
control of VOA. Some scholars argue that U.S. exchange diplomacy was never the same 
again aft er this loss of its fi rewall from the advocacy element of public diplomacy.   35    Th e 
hybrid agency acquired a new name—the International Communication Agency—and 
in a concession to the long-standing “mutual” exchange values of the State Department 
unit, its last Assistant Secretary, Joseph D. Duff ey, successfully argued that the ICA be 
given a new mandate to facilitate understanding of the world within the United States. 
Th is “reverse” or “second mandate” with its emphasis on the importance of two-way 
learning stood as testament to the extent of the transition of public diplomacy from its 
origin in one-way propaganda. Unfortunately it had no specifi c budget allocation and 
only a few projects were ever attempted. By the end of the Carter administration the 
moment for mutual learning seemed to have passed. Th e logic of crisis communication 
returned as the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 catapulted the 
U.S. back into Cold War mode.   36    

 Public diplomacy was an obvious tool for the Reagan administration in its struggle 
to push back against the Soviet Union. Th e USIA prospered under the directorship 
of a close friend of President Reagan—Charles Z. Wick—who rebuilt the budget and 
reclaimed the old agency name. As before, there was a mismatch between the expecta-
tions of the paymasters and the approaches favored by the cultural diplomats, broad-
casters, and information professionals within the USIA. Voice of America journalists 
found themselves under pressure to step up political content and defended their char-
ter obligation to uphold balance. Political appointees proposed surveilling the Chinese 
exchange students in the country, and someone at USIA compiled what looked very 
much like a blacklist of people not to invite to be speakers for the agency overseas. By 
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the second Reagan administration, the journalists and political appointees had reached 
a  modus vivendi.  Th e cultural camp still sat awkwardly within the agency but found itself 
able to resist attacks on its budget and nonpartisan tradition. Th e mainstream of the 
USIA learned to work with Wick, appreciated the increased budgets that he brought, 
and bemoaned the Reagan White House appropriation of their benign term  public 
diplomacy  as a euphemism for its domestic propaganda campaign to justify interven-
tion in Central America.   37    

 Th e late 1980s were a vindication for U.S. public diplomacy. Broadcasting, informa-
tion, and cultural exchange elements had all worked to nurture reform and a transition 
of democracy in the Eastern Bloc, Latin America, East Asia, and elsewhere. Sometimes, 
leaders like Vāclav Havel paid tribute to an element like Voice of America; sometimes it 
fell to the agency to note its connection to a reformist fi gure, like the exchange-program 
alumni Alexander N. Yakovlev in Russia or Frederik Willem de Klerk in South Africa. 
Ironically, the recognition of specifi c elements did not strengthen the whole. Buoyed 
by praise, VOA became less tolerant of agency oversight, whereas Radio Free Europe 
and Radio Liberty stressed their own roles in a bid to remain in business. At the same 
time, the end of the Cold War removed the underlying meta-crisis that had always been 
the agency’s  raison d’être.  Th e traditional skepticism toward international information 
work returned, bolstered by a feeling that commercially generated U.S. news and cul-
ture now rendered government work superfl uous. Th e future apparently belonged to 
CNN and Disney. 

 Despite a strong showing in the First Gulf War, the 1990s saw the steady decline of 
the USIA. Republican Senator Jesse Helms made the downsizing of the foreign pol-
icy apparatus—and elimination of the USIA—a personal priority. President Clinton 
understood the continued need to boost the U.S. image in the world, but in a bizarre 
display of short term-ism, he conceded the USIA, in order to secure Republican 
ascent to a chemical-warfare treaty. Although the future of Radio Free Europe, Radio 
Liberty, and other U.S. international stations was not part of the equation, cultural 
diplomacy hung in the balance. No aspect of U.S. public diplomacy was as heavily 
cut back. Legacy artistic programs and venerable cultural centers closed their doors 
for the last time. At the very end of the Clinton years—during the lame duck weeks 
of 2000—the White House hosted a celebrity-studded conference stressing the need 
to revive cultural diplomacy. It was not only too little too late, it succeeded in scent-
marking cultural diplomacy as a “Clinton thing” at the very moment that George 
W.Bush was preparing to take the reins. It thereby guaranteed a further season of 
neglect.   38    

 Th e political heavens did not darken when the USIA disappeared into the Department 
of State in October 1999. Observers in the media who gave it any thought apparently 
accepted the administration’s pledges to integrate the agency’s functions and outlook 
into a reinvigorated State Department. Th e divided nature of U.S. public diplomacy 
meant that, although there were voices in support of particular elements of the infor-
mation machine—such as broadcasting to Cuba—no one spoke up or mourned for the 
whole. Th e partner organizations of the international exchange program—colleges for 
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the most part—might have conceivably raised concerns, but an unwillingness to rock 
the boat and jeopardize future collaboration prevailed. Th e terrorist attacks of 9/11 
found the U.S. public diplomacy in disarray. Subsequent years have seen a long and 
frustrating battle to rebuild a coherent structure and once again reach out eff ectively to 
international opinion. 

 Th e revival of U.S.  public diplomacy was helped by a new piece of terminol-
ogy: Soft  Power. Coined by Joseph Nye of Harvard at the end of the 1980s, it achieved 
prominence following 9/11 as a way of thinking about the value that any interna-
tional actor might derive from international knowledge of that actor’s culture and 
values. Th e formulation was suffi  ciently open that all elements within U.S. public 
diplomacy seemed happy to be considered Soft  Power assets, though the implication 
of conducting activity to advance an agenda, or as Nye put it, to “get what you want,” 
in international aff airs was not especially in tune with the “win-win” ethos of the 
cultural approach. Th e further innovation of the term  Smart Power  as a way to unite 
 Soft  Power  and  Hard Power  within a single concept also helped public diplomacy. 
Legislators proved much more ready to endorse something “smart” than something 
“soft .” Th e Obama administration embraced  Smart Power  accordingly and added 
 engagement  to the mix as its preferred term for international outreach. Th e military 
backed away from using the old vocabulary of psychological operations, preferring 
a more user-friendly  Military Information Support Operations (MISO),  and the civil-
ian and military initiatives met under an umbrella term of  strategic communication . 
But whatever the terminology, U.S. public diplomacy still fell short of its USIA glory 
days in terms of its budget and organization. American public diplomacy still had a 
long way to go.   39    

 What, then, is the lesson of the relationship between the nomenclature of public 
diplomacy and the approach of the U.S. government to international public opinion 
since 1945? One lesson is quite clearly that merely giving something an umbrella name 
does not ensure harmonious relations between the elements beneath; rather, it seems to 
have sharpened the desire of those elements to distinguish themselves one from another 
and even to be free from the umbrella all together. Th is is not simply a problem with the 
term. It was because of the pre-existing power dynamic between the diff erent elements 
that the term was adopted by a USIA that was eager for an argument for hegemony. It 
was much wielded to this end during the debate over the structure of the U.S. informa-
tion apparatus in the mid-1970s. Th e term certainly did not help. A looser term might 
have been less troublesome for all concerned. 

 Th e second lesson is that the turbulent reality beneath the unitary language had its 
consequences. United States public diplomacy was riven by decades of in-fi ghting, lob-
bying, and counterlobbying on the Hill, leaking and counterleaking to the press, all 
of which diverted energy from its core task. Th ese tussles were seldom critical to the 
operation of U.S. public diplomacy—for the most part, the men and women in the fi eld 
built the necessary relationships and served as a multiplier of U.S. diplomacy—but at 
some points in the history of the agency the infi ghting proved a crucial weakness. Th e 
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clash between VOA director Richard Carlson and USIA director Bruce Gelb during the 
administration of George H. W. Bush was particularly unfortunate as it weakened the 
agency at the very moment its raison d’être of the Cold War had disappeared. Th e public 
diplomacy element to suff er most in the ensuing spiral of budget cuts and reorganiza-
tion was the cultural side, which seemed hardest to justify to the cut-hungry legisla-
tors. Countries that allowed the separate elements of public diplomacy to each develop 
within its own institutions—such as the UK with its British Council, BBC World Service, 
and Foreign Offi  ce public diplomacy apparatus or Germany with its Goethe Institute, 
Academic Exchange Service, Deutsche Welle, and foreign ministry information appara-
tus—fared much better. 

 Finally, the story opens the issues of whether or when public diplomacy actually 
managed to separate itself from propaganda. Although Edmund Gullion saw only a 
need for a diff erence of name, others wanted a radical diff erence of substance. By the 
end of the Eisenhower years, both USIA and VOA sought to establish new restrained 
rules for their operation, and the culture and exchange elements had always had an 
impulse to mutual learning that ran counter to the unidirectional nature of propa-
ganda. It was certainly convenient for U.S. information work to be able to reserve the 
term  propaganda  for the works of the enemy and to embrace a new benign term for its 
own democratic practice. Yet the extent to which public diplomacy was diff erent from 
propaganda was seldom emphasized on Capitol Hill. Th ere were few votes in mutual 
understanding and rather more in hitting Brezhnev, Castro, Saddam, Milosevic, or 
Wen Jiabao ideologically where it hurt. Public diplomats learned to craft  their budget 
requests accordingly. 

 Th e fi nal judgment on the nature of U.S. public diplomacy cannot be determined 
only from the archives left  by the architects of the campaigns. Th e perception of audi-
ences must also be taken into consideration. Here, evidence is ambiguous. Some 
exchange visitors who experienced both Soviet and U.S.  hospitality immediately 
drew a contrast between the unrelenting propaganda of one and openness to allow 
visitors to decide for themselves on the other. Others had their doubts. Listeners to 
international radio or patrons of both Soviet and U.S. cultural centers certainly rec-
ognized affi  nities; one selective new bulletin, subsidized paperback, fabulous exhibi-
tion was a lot like another. Th e diff erence came in time with the ability of the society 
behind the propaganda/public diplomacy to deliver on its claims. In retrospect, the 
United States was able to develop an approach that transcended its origins in pro-
paganda. It was also able to export the terminology associated with that approach—
public diplomacy—to the rest of the world. Th at the United States would then neglect 
its practice in the wake of Cold War success is a singular irony, but it is not unex-
pected. As the United States enters the second decade of the twenty-fi rst century with 
a public diplomacy apparatus tied to the logic of a new crisis—the threat of militant 
Islam—rather than a more general need to be understood in and to understand the 
world, it seems plain that the old pattern of worry about foreign opinion only during 
a crisis remains unbroken.    
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          chapter 8 

 “thought-work” and 
propaganda:  chinese 

public diplomacy and 
public rel ations after 

tiananmen square    

    gary d. rawnsley    

              In communist societies, propaganda occupies a central position as an instrument of 
government and a mechanism of governance: it is a tool of mass mobilization and edu-
cation, and a method of persuading the governed of the Party’s legitimacy, authority, and 
intellectual veracity. Propaganda, as a theory or as a practice, does not carry the negative 
and pejorative associations that it does in liberal democracies. Every Party member is 
expected to engage in propaganda, thought work,   1    and agitation; and the media, work-
ing on behalf of the state, are regarded an essential part of the propaganda apparatus. 

 In the People’s Republic of China (hereaft er, PRC or just China) propaganda remains 
indispensable in the practice of government. Th e propaganda architecture in China is 
fi rmly embedded within the political system, and its importance is suggested by the 
fact that the cadre with responsibility for overseeing the complex and expansive orga-
nization of propaganda is invariably a member of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
Politburo. Propaganda was considered so important aft er the events in Tiananmen 
Square in 1989 that this cadre became a member of the Politburo’s Standing Committee, 
the “inner circle” of elite decision making. Propaganda and thought work now perme-
ate every layer of Chinese society, and the media are given very clear instructions from 
the Propaganda Department about which stories to emphasize, which to downplay, 
and which stories should not be pursued at all.   2    Propaganda cadres are the Party’s “ears, 
eyes, and tongue” ( ermu houshe ); they not only disseminate information, but are also 
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involved in listening to, understanding, and reporting public opinion for the Party to 
better guide and manage it.   3    

 In fact, it is possible to argue that propaganda in China today is actually far more cru-
cial than at any time in the past, for as China continues to develop as a postideological 
society there is an urgent need to explain and justify the continuation of Communist 
Party rule. Th e legitimacy of the CCP now depends on a level of performance, delivery, 
and tacit popular consent, which enables the Party to communicate with and mobilize 
the Chinese people. Th e Party’s developmental agenda requires a new style of propa-
ganda. Th is need is especially the case as China confronts the challenges associated 
with moving to a market-based economy, issues such as uneven development, grow-
ing gaps in wealth, increasing rural-urban migration, poverty, and unemployment. As 
grievances against the Party begin to mount, so the CCP tightens its command over the 
methods of mass communications to prevent unmanaged debate from mobilizing pop-
ular opinion against the government’s approach. In spring 2011, rumors on the Internet 
that a “Jasmine revolution” in China would take its inspiration from the popular and 
successful uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, provoked a severe clampdown by the CCP 
throughout civil society, including the communications system. In short, globaliza-
tion and the introduction to China of new communications technologies present their 
own propaganda challenges, and, as I will suggest in this chapter, the CCP’s propaganda 
structure has found oft en innovative ways to manage the proliferation of alternative 
information now available to the Chinese people. 

 One particularly signifi cant development is China’s wholehearted embrace of pub-
lic diplomacy and soft  power. Th e Chinese government is confi dent that this global 
outreach will benefi t the country’s international image and thus contribute to China’s 
growing credibility as a major economic and political power. By presenting a benign 
representation of China, the CCP hopes to counter the “China threat” narratives that 
dominated Western (specifi cally American) discourses about their country in the 1990s, 
demonstrate China’s commitment to a “peaceful rise” and a “harmonious world,” and 
continue to attract international economic and educational investment. However, there 
is reason to suspect that the Chinese do not separate clearly their understanding or their 
practice of propaganda and public diplomacy, and that oft en the activities are so blurred 
that the cynic might suggest that, in the Chinese world, public diplomacy is merely a 
euphemism for propaganda. Th is blurring becomes most visible when China is criti-
cized by members of the international community, thus mobilizing Chinese nationalist 
opinion at home and among the many Chinese now living and studying abroad. Because 
Chinese news organizations and those in “the West” operate according to diff erent news 
values and ideas about professional journalism, Chinese journalists are expected to dis-
tribute only positive news unless allowed to do otherwise by the political authorities. 

 Moreover, we should also pay attention to the consequences of the inconsisten-
cies in presentation and policy: the image that China wishes to project abroad can sit 
uncomfortably with the perceived realities of life in modern China that become the 
ammunition for China’s critics, especially the continued existence of a Communist 
Party determined to maintain its power by denying the Chinese people democratic 
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rights and access to democratic institutions and processes. China has made extraordi-
nary progress in its outreach to the international community, and initiatives such as the 
Confucian Institutes   4    suggest a genuine commitment to the ideas and practice of public 
diplomacy and soft  power. But there are limits: whenever a story emerges about poi-
soned milk, Chinese factories manufacturing toy trains painted with lead-based paint, 
a Chinese Nobel Prize winner being denied the opportunity to collect his prize, or the 
arrest of an internationally famous artist, such as Ai Wei Wei, China’s public diplomacy 
suff ers a setback. 

 Th is backdrop allows three further interconnected themes to emerge in this analy-
sis: (1) the relationship between China’s communications systems and the demands of 
economic development (the need in an ever more competitive market for greater access 
to a free fl ow of information, increasing levels of transparency, and accountability, etc.—
all of which can challenge the foundations of one-party rule); (2) the growing attention 
paid by Chinese propagandists to designing a new style of communication that is more 
attuned to the infl uence of “spin” and entertainment; and (3) the emergence of a less 
ideologically rigid use of propaganda that seeks credibility by reporting negative news 
alongside the positive, thus challenging traditional Chinese news values. Th ese devel-
opments, together with China’s escalating interest in public diplomacy and soft  power, 
demonstrate how Chinese propagandists have sought inspiration from Western theo-
rists and from the application of modern techniques of political communication nur-
tured and applied abroad. 

 Th e reasons why the CPP continues to practice propaganda have changed in the last 
thirty years, as have its objectives and the methods of its delivery. No longer are com-
munications and persuasion occupied by revolutionary ambitions to convince “the 
masses” (at home and overseas) of the correctness of the Communist Party’s vision, or 
by the goals of social and ideological transformation along rigid doctrinal principles. In 
post-Tiananmen China, propaganda revolves around interrelated pillars of economic 
development, maintaining the authority and legitimacy of the CCP following the Party’s 
abandonment of ideology (and avoiding a Soviet-style collapse), and consolidating the 
national unity of the Chinese people. Th ese adjustments were signaled in a speech by a 
Party leader of Suixi Province government in 2007, who connected economic develop-
ment to the tasks of “external propaganda” ( duiwai xuanchuan ): “Th e current mission of 
the external propaganda is to eff ectively promote each region, each sector to the outside 
world, in order to attract outside investors’ attention and build up investors’ confi dence. 
We can safely say that the purpose of doing external propaganda work is to attract 
outside investment and undertake commercial projects.”   5    In other words, economic 
imperatives have overtaken the political and ideological ideals that previously formed 
the dominant propaganda discourses: Mao Zedong’s dictum of “Red over Expert” has 
been turned on its head since the ascent to power of Jiang Zemin in the immediate 
post-Tiananmen period. 

 Today, the legitimacy of the CCP is based on tacit popular consent: provided the 
economic reforms the government has engineered continue to deliver staggering 
growth rates and service the emergent middle class, the legitimacy of the CCP is largely 
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unquestioned. On condition that the CCP continues to perform well, the expression of 
popular grievances focuses more on specifi c situations in individual areas of China and 
does not yet present a coherent challenge to the underlying principle of government 
by the CCP. Yet there are clear propaganda implications to maintaining such a system, 
for the Chinese today face a complex network of contradictions: an open economy but 
a closed political system; an economic miracle based on market forces that depend on 
the free fl ow of information, ideas, and debate, but an environment in which the fl ow 
of information is tightly controlled; a government committed to the potential of the 
Internet as a tool of governance, but also anxious to restrain the use of the Internet and 
contain its power. 

 Th e Chinese government recognizes the need to address the underlying problems 
facing the country:  growing poverty, rural-urban migration, unemployment, vast 
inequalities in wealth, impending economic collapse, and corruption all present urgent 
diffi  culties for governance and propaganda. Modernization is creating a revolution of 
rising expectations that, if not met, can lead to a serious credibility gap that may in turn 
erode popular confi dence in the government. Hence, reliance on the old-style Maoist 
form of Communist propaganda is no longer feasible. Now, the Party’s communica-
tion strategy must continue to mobilize the Chinese public around the reform agenda, 
while preserving the CCP’s monopoly on political power. Following the Tiananmen 
Square protests, the CCP reasserted the importance of propaganda to preserve “stabil-
ity” ( wending ) and avoid “chaos” or “disorder” ( luan ), and identifi ed the media’s role in 
this ambition. Hence, President Jiang Zemin reiterated, in 1996, the responsibilities of 
China’s media to engage in propaganda (“by positive examples, sing the praises of peo-
ple’s great achievements, and conduct the correct supervision of public opinion . . . ”), 
while in 2006, President Hu Jintao and his propaganda chief, Li Changchun, described 
the role and responsibility of China’s media as a vehicle of propaganda to help build 
the “harmonious society.”   6    Th e lessons of 1989 are never far away: Deng Xiaoping had 
accused “insuffi  cient” thought work and education as having contributed to the inci-
dent, whereas his successors have accelerated their propaganda activities to guide public 
opinion and avoid the recurrence of such protests. Anne-Marie Brady has provided a 
very prescient analysis of propaganda post-1989:

  Coming to the brink of collapse in 1989, and the collapse of communism in Eastern 
Europe and the former Soviet Union, led to a strong sense of crisis in China. Th e new 
leadership recognized the need to strengthen propaganda and thought work and to 
revitalize the system with new methodology and approaches. Th ey recognized that 
force could only bring short-term control and that for long-term control, persuasion 
was the best method. Post-1989 propaganda work in China is the propaganda of the 
non-revolutionary society, managing political power by means of persuasion, and 
no longer attempting a revolutionary social transformation. (Brady 2008: 71)   7     

Propaganda aft er 1989 emphasized stability, reform, and modernization. Th e mes-
sage was clear: the Communist Party was still in charge, and China was still open for 
business. 
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 Even though the CCP has tightened its control over the whole propaganda appa-
ratus—and has strengthened its authority over newspapers, television stations, the 
Internet, and even Short Message Service (SMS) communications in oft en innovative 
ways—the propaganda system has seen a fraction of its power and prestige decline for 
a variety of reasons: the rapid development of new communications technologies, the 
urgent demands of globalization, the pressures of marketization and media pluralism, 
and the decline of commitment to the communist ideology (not least by the Communist 
Party itself) as a guiding and unifying doctrine. 

 Now, propaganda is designed to be “attractive, entertaining and inspiring” (Chen 
1999: 96, 106–108): as the  People’s Daily  urged, “We should pay special attention to the 
use of modern tools of the mass media, such as the press, the radio, the television, and 
the Internet, bring into play their role as the main channel of ideological education, and 
make continuous eff orts to create lively forms that can reach people’s ears, brain and 
heart” (quoted in Perrins 2001: 313–314). 

 Still, even entertainment is not immune from government interference: in January 
2007, the Chinese government announced that it would impose tighter restrictions on 
televised talent contests and ban altogether from the prime-time schedules dramas that 
failed to promote Communist Party values. Th e vice-director of the State Administration 
of Radio, Film and Television (SARFT) said that only “ethically inspiring TV series” that 
“refl ect the reality of China in a positive way” should be broadcast (Oon 2007). 

 In 2002, the evolution of Chinese propaganda took a remarkable and dramatic turn 
when the government entered the age of “spin.” A new system of offi  cial “spin doctors” 
( xinxiren,  or information offi  cers) introduced trained offi  cial spokespeople available 
at every layer of local and national government to respond almost immediately to cri-
ses as they happen, to stage press conferences and engage with the foreign press corps. 
Th e source of inspiration for these innovations was quite surprising, as the  Guardian ’s 
Beijing correspondent discovered: “It is the world’s largest political party and has held 
power for 60 years. . . . So when the Chinese Communist Party decided to overhaul its 
propaganda machine, there was only one place to look: the spin tactics of New Labour” 
in the United Kingdom. Posing the question, “How would the government handle 
another major incident on the magnitude of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests?” 
the CCP studied the British Labour government’s management of the outbreak of 
foot-and-mouth disease in 2001 and learned that, to infl uence and perhaps even domi-
nate public opinion, it is sometimes necessary to reveal the bad news along with the 
good. Th is tactic represents a major departure from previous practices, when only posi-
tive propaganda was permitted. Anne-Marie Brady described Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome (Sars)   8    as the “ultimate evidence that you can’t do that all the time. . . . With 
foot-and-mouth,” she wrote, “the images of burning cows on bonfi res were horrifi c, 
but they were cathartic at the same time. And so the argument by people advising the 
government was: don’t be afraid of negative stories some times” (in Branigan 2009). 
Although excellent copy for newspapers still fascinated with New Labour’s alleged 
obsession with “spin,” this story is also noteworthy for understanding how Chinese pro-
paganda has developed. 
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 First, it acknowledges a clear awareness among propagandists that revealing bad 
news—the “truth”—can reinforce the credibility of the message and thus strengthen 
trust among audiences. Hence, the Chinese propaganda machinery has carefully and 
strategically realized that potentially negative information, news, and images may turn 
public opinion in the government’s favor. One further example of this practice occurred 
in 2001, when pictures of self-immolation in Tiananmen Square by followers of the 
banned organization Falun Gong were released to the national media. Th ese pictures 
“confi rmed” the government’s narrative of the Falun Gong as a dangerous cult that 
needed to be controlled. 

 Second, the story discloses that the CCP has looked beyond China for a model of 
how to shape public opinion. In addition to New Labour, the Party has also studied 
the works of Walter Lippmann, Edward Bernays, Harold Lasswell, and, most recently, 
Noam Chomsky.   9    Th ese are new conceptual approaches to propaganda in China that 
draw on non-Chinese and even non-Communist ways to understand modern commu-
nications, but do acknowledge that “the West” engages in propaganda (thus leveling the 
playing fi eld) and, in Chomsky’s case, that the American media are willing participants 
in government eff orts to control information. Such attention to non-Chinese theories, 
says Brady, represents the “conscious adoption of Western methods of social control 
and persuasion” (2008: 200). Finally, the post-SARS environment has been witness to 
a distinct lack of any clear separation among propaganda, public relations, and public 
diplomacy. 

 China has embraced the concepts of public diplomacy and soft  power with an 
enthusiasm rarely seen in other parts of the world. In 2004, China’s Ministry of 
Foreign Aff airs and Trade established a Division of Public Diplomacy within the 
Information Department. Th e Assistant Minister of Foreign Aff airs said that China 
needed to “catch up with the development of public diplomacy in some developed 
countries.” Th e PRC has clearly recognized that if it wants to participate fully in a 
globalized international environment, present a serious commitment to its “peaceful 
rise,” and challenge what the Chinese consider the distortions in the Western media’s 
reporting, then China needs to build a presence in the international information 
sphere and engage more with foreign publics. Public diplomacy, created and managed 
by the government, informs and is informed by a specifi c agenda and a determination 
to promote narratives of strength, affl  uence, and political responsibility that chal-
lenge the discourses of a “China threat” that dominated much Western analyses in the 
1990s (Bernstein and Monro 1998; Chang 2001; Huntington 1996). “Th is situation,” 
said Zhao Qizheng, Director of the Foreign Aff airs Committee and former director 
of the State Council Information Offi  ce, “requires China to pro-actively establish a 
public diplomacy to improve the international image of China.” In addition to the 
introduction of offi  cial spokesmen and regular press conferences at all levels of gov-
ernment, the most noticeable development was the rebranding in English (and only 
in English) of the Communist Party’s Propaganda Department ( xuanchuanbu ) as the 
Publicity Department, which suggests that the CCP is ever more sensitive to its inter-
national image.   10    
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 Yet it is possible to argue that the CCP has not yet distinguished suffi  ciently public 
diplomacy from propaganda in modern China. Th e idea of demonization, identifi ed by 
Zhao Qizheng as a motivation for extending China’s outreach, is extremely problem-
atic; in accepting the existence of a conspiracy among the Western media, one is con-
veniently ignoring the diff erences in professional news values between Chinese and 
non-Chinese journalists and the expectations of audiences of news. However, the prob-
lems such statements about public diplomacy reveal are deeper than the cultural context 
of professional journalism. Rather, the problem is one of identity and inconsistencies 
in engaging with the international community, and the reversion to traditional propa-
ganda methods of mobilization when China feels under attack. 

 In the absence of the doctrinal rationality off ered by Communism, the new national-
ist rhetoric that surfaces at times of crisis and that has replaced Marxist-Leninist ideol-
ogy is the most compelling: using history as a convenient pivot, the discourses in offi  cial 
propaganda revolve around the dual themes of “victimhood” and China’s recovery of 
its former status—a “superiority/inferiority” dichotomy. Th e Chinese have a long and 
disturbing history from which to draw inspiration, especially their treatment at the 
hands of foreigners in the nineteenth century and the suff ering they experienced during 
the Japanese occupation in the 1930s and 1940s (Callahan 2009; Chang 1998; Renwick 
and Cao 2003). Yet these historical references confl ict with a second major propaganda 
theme that dominates China’s public diplomacy, which is the projection of a strong, 
modern, and confi dent nation, particularly in the economic sphere, but increasingly in 
the political, diplomatic, and cultural domains as well. Th is growing international pres-
ence is the foundation for propaganda that emphasizes not so much Chinese superior-
ity, but the  recovery  of lost status and power. Th ese confl icts in propaganda and public 
diplomacy, and in internal and external communications, compel the question: Which 
is the more authentic China? For the government, the answer is urgent and critical, 
because China cannot market itself abroad if it has confl icting opinions about the prod-
uct it is trying to sell. 

 Policy contradictions make the CCP’s public diplomacy/propaganda work all the 
more challenging. On the one hand, China projects its ambition to be part of an inter-
dependent world and wishes to spread the benefi ts of political, cultural, and economic 
engagement. On the other hand, Chinese political discourse is oft en characterized by 
a fi erce nationalist rhetoric that is reinforced by the Communist Party’s determination 
to maintain authoritarian rule and deny the Chinese people human rights and access 
to democratic processes and institutions. Together with China’s unconditional friend-
ship of ostracized regimes, and China’s position on Tibet and Taiwan, such policies are 
a serious impediment to China’s public diplomacy program. Th is problem was most 
visible during the run-up to the 2008 Olympic Games:   11    television pictures broadcast 
worldwide of the aggressive behavior of blue track-suited torch guards against pro-Tibet 
demonstrators in Paris, London, and elsewhere merely drew attention to the issues that 
Chinese public diplomacy has tried to overcome and reminded viewers of Tiananmen 
Square, the absence of human rights, and the denial of free speech inside China. At the 
least, the guards’ behavior gave the Western media (operating under a diff erent system 
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of news values from the Chinese media) the pretext to remind viewers about these 
issues. Moreover, the mobilization by China’s embassies of Chinese communities, and 
especially students, around the world to guard the torch and protest Western media 
bias again brought to the surface worrying questions about unchecked nationalism. Th e 
boundaries between public diplomacy and propaganda in China have never been so 
opaque. 

 A further blurring of the boundaries is encountered when one tries to distinguish 
between “home” and abroad. Formally, Chinese propaganda is still divided into inter-
nal ( duinei,  designed for consumption by Chinese inside China) and external ( dui-
wai ). In addition to global audiences, external propaganda targets foreigners in China 
and, most interesting, the overseas Chinese communities, still regarded as part of the 
great Chinese nation even though they reside abroad. Previously, propagandists were 
instructed to distinguish between the foreign and domestic. However, it is clear that the 
formal separation of the two categories is becoming less relevant as globalization and 
new communications technologies blur the distinction between foreign and domes-
tic. It is increasingly possible for Chinese to access international news and information 
(hence the importance of “spin” rather than propaganda), especially as more Chinese 
are now traveling and living abroad. Th e number of “foreigners” who can speak and read 
Mandarin is growing, meaning that it is now possible to identify the discrepancies in 
the messages intended for external and internal consumption: consistency in message is 
becoming a central ingredient of Chinese communication, and it is essential for the suc-
cess of China’s public diplomacy. 

 Th e rapid development of modern communications technologies presents a diff erent 
set of challenges to the CCP propaganda work. Th is can be traced back to the Tiananmen 
Square demonstrations of 1989, when the fax machine, international radio broadcast-
ing, and the advent of 24/7 rolling news channels broadcast by satellite and cable tested 
the limits of what information might and might not be available and tolerable to audi-
ences in China.   12    In the twenty-fi rst century, the events of 1989 continue to be a “taboo” 
subject inside China. Searching for information online yields little except bland images 
of tourist attractions around Tiananmen Square and the more acceptable face of Beijing. 
Yet the CCP nevertheless faces the prospect of managing information for a population 
that is more knowledgeable about China and the world than at any time in the past, 
thanks to the Internet, e-mail, the ubiquitous mobile telephone, and the greater num-
bers of Chinese students and tourists traveling outside the country. Th ese developments 
have generated their own propaganda problems: in an age of global media with informa-
tion ostensibly available to anyone with access to a computer—even the so-called Great 
Firewall of China that fi lters the Internet is not impermeable—it is becoming increas-
ingly diffi  cult to control the fl ow of information and the materialization of new public 
spheres in cyberspace. Th e architecture of this control reveals much about the nature of 
government, elite opinion, and the power of communication: what is good for China’s 
governance and economic development—the free fl ow of ideas and information—is 
ultimately corrosive for the CCP. With the rapid proliferation and appropriation of new 
communications technologies and the confusion of author, publisher, and audience, 
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Chinese-style governance is facing an ever more articulate, opinionated, and daring 
public sphere that challenges both the media and the message of the propaganda. Th e 
basis of Communist Party control over information is centralization and vertical com-
munication between government and governed; the Internet, however, is designed to 
facilitate the  decentralized  spread of information and make possible  horizontal  commu-
nications between people. In other words, the connectivity associated with the Internet 
has the capacity to break down spatial and temporal relevance while undermining exist-
ing hierarchies. 

 Th e connection between China’s continued development and the need for a transfor-
mation in communication has been acknowledged within the party. In 2006, a group 
of Communist Party elders who had retired from service as propaganda cadres wrote 
and published a letter to the Chinese government. Th e group included several lumi-
naries: Mao Zedong’s former private secretary, Li Rui; former Head of the Propaganda 
Department, Zhou Houze; and Li Pu, a former editor of the Party’s newspaper,  People’s 
Daily  ( Renmin Ribao ). Believing that “depriving the public of freedom of speech will 
bring disaster . . . and give rise to confrontation and unrest,” the signatories noted how 
“history demonstrates that only a totalitarian system needs news censorship, out of the 
delusion that it can keep the public locked in ignorance” (BBC 2006). Communist Party 
veterans hold a revered position within political society, and their interventions con-
tribute to a spirited open debate that is diffi  cult for today’s leaders to ignore. Together 
with another similar letter by other top retired offi  cials in 2010, this statement suggests 
that, even in the reform era, propaganda has been and remains a contested area within 
Chinese politics.   13    

 Th e principal problem with trying to control the fl ow of information in a globalized 
communications-led world is that audiences have a stubborn curiosity about news that 
the government does not allow them to access, and so they actively search for alternative 
sources of information, oft en at considerable risk to themselves. As Emily Parker noted 
in 2005, the Internet “has only endowed citizens with a heightened awareness of the 
amount of information that is being blocked.” As technology advances, it is becoming 
increasingly diffi  cult to seal borders and prevent access to international sources of infor-
mation and opinion, although the PRC has developed elaborate technological methods 
of doing so that involve enormous manpower resources to hunt and close proxy serv-
ers that are located inside China and block those situated outside. An estimated 30,000 
monitors and a vast array of fi lters police the Internet, and a set of deliberately vague laws 
and a culture of self-censorship also play a role in managing the web (Rawnsley 2007). 

 However, the government’s blatant and oft en crude censorship practices—foreign-
ers living in China with access to the BBC and CNN get used to seeing their television 
screens going blank at moments of political sensitivity—only whet appetites for forbid-
den information. Th is temporary censorship is crucial for propaganda in China because 
access to alternative sources of information implies the existence (and observation) of 
a credibility gap whereby news and information the Chinese obtain from the Internet 
confl icts with the narratives circulating in the offi  cial media. Th e credibility gap exposes 
and discredits the government and undermines popular confi dence in the political elite 
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and the message they communicate.   14    In their discussion of the impact of the commer-
cialization of newspapers in China, Gang and Bandurski (2011: 47–49) note that the

  gap in coverage between party and commercial publications has clear implications 
for media credibility and the CCP’s exclusive power to set the public agenda. Readers 
are picking up commercial papers because they off er better entertainment and sports 
coverage. But it is also true that commercial papers have achieved a higher degree 
of credibility than their party counterparts, and this, in turn, has meant that public 
opinion is increasingly being shaped by commercial rather than party media.  

 Nevertheless, we should exercise caution in assessing any resistance to the Party’s pro-
paganda message. China’s youth, the most media-literate and, given the numbers of stu-
dents studying abroad, the most educated, affl  uent, and informed generation, should 
in theory be leading this charge toward an uncensored public sphere free from Party 
propaganda. Yet recent events—the outcry over the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO)’s bombing of the Chinese embassy in 1999, the downing of a U.S. spy plane 
over Hainan in 2001, the 2005 protests against Japan, the demonstrations around the 
world against pro-Tibet rallies in the run-up to the 2008 Olympics—all demonstrate 
that this generation is actually as, if not more, susceptible to propaganda than their pre-
decessors and that the renewed nationalist call to “love China” is working. Th ese events 
suggest four salient points that connect with the broader themes of this chapter. 

 First, as suggested earlier, the theme of nationalism is a new, extremely power-
ful, and emotive ideology around which it is much easier to mobilize the masses than 
Communist dogma. Th e Chinese people are taught from an early age that China and the 
Party are one, thus making any criticism of the government seem a criticism of the whole 
country. Second, the examples here demonstrate the power of the so-called new media, 
since the protests and demonstrations were organized online or by text messaging 
(although, as we have seen, the Chinese government worries about the political poten-
tial of this connectivity). Th ird, the examples suggest the success of propaganda: despite 
the myriad alternative sources of information that Chinese youth (especially those 
studying abroad) can choose from, they remain plugged into the propaganda networks 
and are still vulnerable to offi  cial messages. Finally, in all the examples, a demonstrable 
association is present among the propaganda, the protestors, and the government. In the 
anti-Japan case, the online protests prompted the Chinese government to action (Gries 
2004), whereas, during the torch relay, Chinese embassies around the world mobilized 
the overseas communities to gather and protest. 

 Internet-literate youth provide the backbone for one of the most innovative pro-
paganda techniques in modern China: the so-called 50-Cents Party. Recognizing the 
fi nancial and human cost of patrolling and censoring the Internet, and fi nally acknowl-
edging that the blatant suppression of information can backfi re, the CCP has decided 
that it is possible to “spin”   15    information to help shift  public debate and manage opin-
ion. Th e 50-Cents Party are Internet commentators who trawl the web for negative news 
and opinion and then refute it with positive information. Th ey are paid the equivalent 
of 50 Chinese cents for each posting. Th is campaign to manage digital public opinion 
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confi rms that governments are seeking and fi nding new ways of conducting their pro-
paganda activities in the new Information Age and that new platforms can further 
empower authoritarian governments (Morozov 2011).   16    Brady (2008:  200)  describes 
this spin program as the “re-birth and modernization of the Chinese propaganda state.” 

 Th e Tiananmen Square protests and their fallout were a public relations disaster 
for the PRC but were also a powerful wake-up call for the CCP that China required 
a revitalized propaganda system. Since 1989, Chinese propagandists have recognized 
two important details: (1) China’s commitment to a “peaceful rise” as a global political 
actor requires a more nuanced international propaganda that has started to tilt toward 
public diplomacy and the exercise of soft  power; and (2) the Chinese must now com-
municate with two distinct constituencies—international and domestic—and embrace 
all media platforms available to do so. Th e Internet has been recognized as both the 
most promising form of  vertically  communicating with and mobilizing an increasingly 
nationalist population, and potentially the most subversive, allowing confl icting news, 
information, and opinion to circulate in China while providing the technological 
means for  horizontal  communication and mobilization that may challenge the political 
system. 

 However, the Chinese have encountered problems with this propaganda strategy. 
A very clear discrepancy exists between China’s internal and external communications 
that hinders the development of a single, clear, and consistent message. What’s more, the 
Chinese government’s behavior at home and the decisions it makes in foreign policy can 
appear incompatible with the message communicated to audiences around the world, 
thus reinforcing the idea that even the best advertisement or foreign-inspired “spin” 
cannot sell a faulty product.    

      Notes   

       1  .  “Put in most simple terms, in the Chinese context, propaganda is the medium and thought 
work is the content” (Brady 2008: 7 fn. 6).   

       2  .  Such instructions are also provided by the Internet Aff airs Bureau to all large news 
websites. Examples of these instructions are posted by China Digital Times: see http://
chinadigitaltimes.net/2010/03/the-latest-directives-from-the-ministry-of-truth-032310/. 
Th e level of control is documented by Brady (2008: 19), who has revealed the existence of 
a hotline, “a special red telephone in the senior chambers of CCTV in Beijing,” which is 
“reserved for communications with the Central Propaganda Department.”   

       3  .  A key development was the creation in 2004 of the Bureau of Public Opinion within the 
Central Propaganda Department.   

       4  .  Th e Confucius Institutes are established by China’s Ministry of Education and privilege 
Mandarin-language tuition. Modeled loosely on non-Chinese equivalents, such as the 
British Council and the Maison Française, these Confucius Institutes are designed for the 
specifi c aim of selling Chinese culture. Unlike their foreign counterparts, the Confucius 
Institutes are joint ventures, are located within a university, and the partner school in 
China sends teachers to participate. Th eir teaching programs are given a stamp of approval 
by  Hanban,  the China National Offi  ce for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language.   
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       5  .  “How to Do Propaganda Work for a Foreign Audience,” available at http://chinadigital-
times.net/2007/11/how_to_do_propaganda_work_for_a_foreign_audience.php, 
accessed December 1, 2007.   

       6  .  “Chinese Communist Party Calls on Media to Toe the Line,”  Taipei Times,  October 
26, 2006.   

       7  .  Following the end of the Tiananmen Square protests, the Chinese authorities began what 
Elizabeth Wright once described as “one of the most complete disinformation campaigns 
in the history of the Chinese Communist Party” (Walker 1992: 140).   

       8  .  Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) started in Guangdong in November 2002 and 
soon spread through China and Hong Kong. Th e government tried to cover up the spread 
of the disease, but new methods of communication, namely text messaging on mobile 
telephones, e-mail, and the Internet,  alerted users to fi rst the existence and then the 
magnitude of the problem.   

       9  .  More disturbing are allegations that, in September 2004, President Hu Jintao instructed 
propaganda offi  cials to learn from Cuba and North Korea, two political systems that are 
not renowned for their records of good governance.   

       10  .  At the same time, the Chinese called President George Bush’s Global Communications 
Offi  ce “Propaganda Offi  ce” ( xuanchuan bangongshi ), thus suggesting that “they”—
“foreigners”—also do propaganda. I am grateful to Mandy Tao for pointing this out to me.   

       11  .  Although rightly celebrated as a public diplomacy success, the Olympic Games were also 
a huge risk for Chinese propaganda. With the world’s spotlight focused on Beijing, and an 
estimated 20,000 journalists descending on China to cover the Games, the potential for 
embarrassment was almost palpable. Aft er all, this would be the fi rst Olympics of the new 
media age. Not only would there be journalists in China representing the world’s major 
media organizations having to satisfy an insatiable 24/7 demand for live news; it would 
also be the fi rst Olympics captured on mobile phone cameras, with pictures transmitted 
instantly around the world on Internet social networking sites by citizen journalists.   

       12  .  A major propaganda problem for the Chinese authorities was that the world’s media had 
descended on Beijing in April and May 1989 to cover the historic visit to China of Soviet 
leader Mikhail Gorbachev. Th e protestors recognized the propaganda value of this by 
holding up signs to the television cameras with slogans in English. When the crackdown 
began, CNN was ordered to terminate its broadcasts from Beijing, and the authorities shut 
down its satellite links. CNN and other networks were able to continue to cover the protests 
by telephone.   

       13  .  Th e Central Propaganda Department was closed in 1966 during the Cultural Revolution, 
when the entire propaganda machinery and activity became a target of Mao Zedong and 
his radical supporters. National propaganda became the responsibility of the Cultural 
Revolution Leading Small Group. Th e department reopened in 1977, one year aft er Mao’s 
death, but was a site for the factional struggles that engulfed the political system at this time.   

       14  .  Examples of this credibility gap are discussed in Gang and Bandurski 2011.   
       15  .  Th e BBC report on the 50-Cents Party is headlined “China’s Internet ‘Spin Doctors,’ ” 

October 16, 2008, available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/7783640.stm.   
       16  .  Th e most famous revolutionary hero is the soldier Lei Feng, and since the early 1960s, 

young Chinese have been urged to “learn from Lei Feng” at regular intervals according 
to the political agenda. He is now the central character of a computer game; players who 
“learn from Lei Feng” and complete the game are rewarded with a “meeting” with Mao 
Zedong. Th is again indicates the use of new communications media and platforms to reach 
specifi c demographics. See Jeff reys and Edwards 2010.      
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      chapter 9 

 instruction, 
ind o ctrination, 

imp osition:  conceptions 
of propaganda in the 

field of education      

 craig   kridel     

    The conception of propaganda fl ows implicitly through any discussion of formal group 
instruction and ultimately must be considered a basic issue hovering within all accounts 
of public schooling. Propaganda, having no precise defi nition in the fi eld of education, 
manifests itself within many diff erent terms—instruction, imposition, indoctrination, 
acculturation, hegemony, critical theory—and is “situational”; that is, curricular materi-
als are construed as propaganda in relation to their school context and may be continu-
ally redefi ned with new understandings and sensibilities. During the 1930s, for example, 
widely adopted character education classroom materials that sought to instill and foster 
“good citizenship,” while applauded at the time, are now viewed in our pluralistic and 
multicultural society as forms of propaganda that served to impose narrow, Caucasian, 
male, middle-class values upon a generation of students. 

 Th e term “propaganda” remains so volatile that it is rarely used in productive dis-
course and typically serves to incite and insult during educational dialogue. Accusations 
of curricular bias and “instructional persuasion” become indictments thrown during 
school board arguments or printed in newspaper editorials to sway public opinion. 

I wish to thank William Ayers of University of Illinois, Chicago; Robert V. Bullough, Jr. of 
Brigham Young University; and Maxine Greene of Teachers College for their comments 
and criticisms of this chapter.
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Negative connotations stem from 1930s educational issues in which the role of the 
school in society—to establish “democracy as a way of life”—was placed in ideologi-
cal combat with the forces of fascism that used deliberate mass persuasion to threaten 
free speech and public opinion. Propaganda came to be seen as anathema to the demo-
cratic and scientifi c spirit of American education; however, some Progressive educators 
from the 1930s supported the use of indoctrination to serve as an antidote to fascism 
and to promote democracy. In the 1950s, the issue of propaganda in schools centered 
primarily around whether teachers with “anti-American views” should be allowed in 
the classroom. Textbook censorship and red-baiting of educators became common 
because politicians, speaking for the general public, believed that teachers’ personal 
views would inevitably become part of classroom discourse and unjustly persuade stu-
dents to believe in communist ideology or unacceptable social mores. With our cur-
rent postmodern sensibilities and recognition of research paradigms and the fl uidity of 
facts and constructed truths, educators have come to recognize the subjectivity of “what 
knowledge is of most worth,” with the implicit assertion of “ whose  knowledge is of most 
worth.” Th us, many educational experiences and administrative decisions now become 
defi ned as acts of indoctrination, although this term has also lost its currency in the 
contemporary scholarly literature. Nonetheless, the existence of propaganda in schools 
has become more ubiquitous in recent years as the imposition of values has become 
nuanced and is no longer seen merely as the selection of textbooks or the instructional 
methods of teachers. 

 Articulating any working conception of propaganda, indoctrination, and imposi-
tion for the fi eld of education may, in many respects, appear futile. Th e terms, although 
situational in nature, also become quite idiosyncratic in their contemporary usage. 
Propaganda in education has become viewed, currently, as the overwhelming and 
all-powerful presence of advertising in schools and of the commercialization of public 
education: the use and selection of textbooks, the presentation of for-profi t media pro-
grams, the establishment of school–business partnerships for extracurricular programs, 
and even the presentation of “school success” to district administrators, the commu-
nity, students, and parents—commercial interests seem to guide educational decisions 
as the public now willingly accepts and embraces a business orientation as a way to run 
schools. In contrast, indoctrination oft en represents a more one-directional, focused act 
that serves to “foster” ideology and/or to punish nonacceptance by the recipients of such 
attention. Indoctrination is more of a negotiated concept, with a sense of intent (of the 
educator) and potential resistance or acceptance (of the educated); however, while the 
Progressive educators of the 1930s maintained a naïve belief in the power of education 
and feared that teachers could easily alter the beliefs of their students, contemporary 
educators now conceive school indoctrination in relation to the more powerful roles 
of society, parents, peer pressure, and racial, gender, and class structures. Th e impact of 
school indoctrination becomes more contested as one distinguishes the power of cul-
tural forces outside the realm of formal education. Imposition, in what became an idio-
syncratic professional term during the 1930s, has now subsided, in terms of its usage, 
into a pejorative term for the perpetuation of traditional, administrative values and 
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practices of education. Educators of the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries 
are beginning to realize that discussions of cultural hegemony must include an under-
standing of the many subtle and widespread forms of propaganda and indoctrination 
in schools, and a new generation of educators involved with “critical pedagogy” and 
“education for social justice” has developed innovative sensitivities and perspectives to 
address openly the imposition of values as inevitably embedded within curricular and 
instructional practices. 

 Th e selection of content for any academic program of study may be seen implicitly 
or explicitly as an imposition of values, even though a supposition of public education 
includes a benevolent, impartial notion of the presentation of core, basic knowledge 
by which the young are introduced into the norms and values of society. Knowledge, 
however, is socially constructed and refl ects the dominant norms of those individu-
als in power—namely, whose knowledge is of most worth. Th us, discussions about 
curricula become, traditionally, a public forum of contestation where diff erent con-
stituencies and power groups—educators, parents, politicians, business leaders, and 
members of the general public—struggle to articulate and determine good programs 
of instruction. Such conversations become trying, in part, because there is so little 
clarity to curriculum planning for what, in the view of the general public, seems like 
such a simple undertaking. Curriculum content is contested among these groups and 
made only more diffi  cult to determine by the types and venues of curricula.   1    Much 
discussion may revolve around the  explicit curriculum  (commonly viewed as a course 
outline or syllabi). What is planned, however, may be much diff erent from what is 
actually taught—the  implemented curriculum . Further, the imposition of values oft en 
does not appear by what is planned or what is taught but, more importantly, by what 
is tested—the  tested curriculum . Other types of curriculum—the  hidden curriculum —
will be introduced in a later section of this chapter, but many examinations of students’ 
course of study become even more complicated with the recognition of the  null cur-
riculum —what knowledge has been intentionally dismissed from the curriculum in 
what is oft en a dramatically revealing form of indoctrination in the classroom. Th e 
artifacts of indoctrination, with the diff erent conceptions of curricula, are now more 
diffi  cult to ascertain and vary greatly, taking form as documents, concepts, or adminis-
trative structures—McGuff ey Readers of the latter nineteenth century, the conceptions 
of E. D. Hirsh’s “cultural literacy” of the late twentieth century, and value-added stan-
dards for teacher evaluation of today. Th ese imposed values, willingly accepted by edu-
cators, proved quite eff ective in maintaining a dominant ideology that characterizes 
common-sense, American values. Th e use of propaganda in schools does not necessar-
ily arise from specifi c decisions instigated by administrators and teachers to sway the 
beliefs of students. Indoctrination saturates education, representing the transmission 
of social customs. Propaganda’s presence in schools is thus obscured through “nor-
malization” or, as Raymond Williams has underscored, “the total saturation” of a set 
of mores that represent the cultural and ideological hegemony of a dominant white, 
middle-class, male ideology that further substantiates narrowly defi ned conceptions 
of success and economic accomplishment. Schools thus become a source of hegemony 
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to ensure the continuation of the dominant power structure. Although this may be 
viewed as an inevitable aspect of public education, there have been occasions when 
educators seek to break the power structures of school culture and establish com-
munities that do not impose or further perpetuate the social-economic injustices of 
American life.     

 Appeasing Indoctrination: Progressivism, 
Interests, and the Conception of Needs 

   Although indoctrination may appear as an inevitable aspect of education, an  educa-
tional theory from the late nineteenth to early-mid twentieth century—Progressive 
education—off ered one of the more “imposition-free” conceptions of instruction that 
had ever been introduced to American public schools. Based on the writings of John 
Dewey and eff orts at his elementary laboratory school at the University of Chicago 
and later developed at the secondary school level by members of the Progressive 
Education Association (PEA), these pedagogical practices stemmed from Dewey’s 
eff orts to revolve the curriculum around the “interests of students” rather than the 
then-formalized, Carnegie-unit course of studies with its emphasis on prescribed, 
accumulated facts.   2    Although the organizational structure of the curriculum at 
Dewey’s and other laboratory schools still included troubling aspects related to ideo-
logical, race, class, and gender hegemony, students were somewhat more involved in 
determining their own curricular content, thereby mollifying the presence of propa-
ganda and indoctrination. In what became a theoretical emblem for “child-centered 
schools,” the now forgotten phrase “attending to the interests of students” represented 
one of the fundamental principles of Progressive education. For the more theoreti-
cally developed Progressive schools, signifi cant work was under way to implement 
the constructs of “education as the continuous process of growth” (rather than mas-
tery of prescribed knowledge) and to articulate the implications of “continuity” and 
“interaction” of experience as frameworks for curriculum development (rather than 
the structural organization of class periods and units of work). Th e teacher played an 
important role in these child-centered schools, serving not as dictator or clerk but more 
as guide. School classes would embark on various intellectual adventures in which 
lived-experiences and subsequent refl ections upon experience proved expansive and 
open-ended.   3    Dewey envisioned a more integral confi guration among the child, cur-
riculum, teacher, and society constituting a cultural form of democracy. “Democracy 
must be reborn with each generation, and education is its midwife.”   4    Whereas democ-
racy would provide the foundation for developing classroom communities, the needs 
and interests of the students off ered a reconciliation to the predetermined curriculum 
as propaganda and imposition. 
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 Th e importance of students’ interests and child-centered schools helped to form 
the PEA, founded in 1919, and to articulate a type of education separate from the 
then-common institutional, factory-oriented conception of schooling. Interests 
became the center of the curriculum, as popularized in the 1918 article, “Th e Project 
Method,” by William H.  Kilpatrick, Dewey’s Teachers College colleague and a 
self-proclaimed disciple; however, Progressive educators questioned whether interests 
should become the sole focus of the curriculum.   5    Th e interests of students were legiti-
mate content if the experience represented “a hearty, purposeful act,” a requirement 
that, for Kilpatrick, ruled out what some educators would consider the “childish whim” 
of students with little educational purpose. Th e project method proved quite popu-
lar and served to defi ne much of the practice at PEA-affi  liated elementary schools. 
Th e phrase “focusing on the interests of the child” and the project method have 
come to defi ne contemporary educators’ understanding of Progressive education.   6    
Child-centered schools and the project method would elicit educators’ primordial feel-
ings about curricular structure: Could truly productive educational experiences arise 
from the interests of the neophyte? Should not the “informed” professional teach the 
“uninformed” novice and determine educational experiences in recognition of what 
students should know and how knowledge should be organized? And, if so, is this an 
“acceptable form of imposition”? 

 In the 1920s, laboratory schools were demonstrating the successes and the prob-
lems of programs focused on the “interests of students”; yet not all Progressive edu-
cators viewed the issue as a choice between either student interests or a traditional, 
predefi ned curriculum. During the 1930s, participants in the legendary Eight-Year 
Study (a PEA-sponsored project that sought to reconceive the structure of secondary 
schooling in America) turned their attention to the sociological and psychological 
determination of “adolescent needs” as a way to provide more conceptual direction 
for the reconfi guration of the curriculum.   7    Th ese student needs, based on the emerg-
ing conception of adolescence, came to be seen as a way to balance individual student 
interests and to introduce social needs without the imposition of values inherent in 
traditional programs of study. Eight-Year Study administrators believed that funda-
mental needs could be identifi ed empirically and were the same for every adolescent. 
Values—those of the researcher, student, teacher—did not determine needs. Nor did a 
needs-based curriculum constitute any imposition of beliefs on the part of the school. 
Real needs were fi rst biological, and how they were fulfi lled depended on the wider 
environment. Th e challenge for this experimental project became one of generating 
an inventory of needs, a listing that would be applicable to all high school students 
and would serve as a template by which to design the curriculum.   8    Th is framework 
still proved disconcerting for some Progressive educators since determining student 
needs ultimately proved to be an act of determining what students ought to know and 
was seen as another form of imposition. Th e child-centered curriculum, “focusing on 
the interests of the child,” and “conception of needs” simmered within the ranks of 
the PEA.     
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  Dare the School Build a New Social Order  
and the Imposition Controversy 

   Progressive education changed dramatically in February 1932, at the Baltimore 
PEA’s annual conference, when George Counts, professor of educational founda-
tions and sociology at Teachers College, expressed his frustration with the popular-
ity of child-centered schools and their focus on student interests and needs. At what 
has become viewed as a legendary speech, entitled “Dare Progressive Education Be 
Progressive?,” Counts challenged those attending the conference to admit their class 
biases and to confront economic and social problems of the time. Later published along 
with two other speeches as  Dare the School Build a New Social Order,  he acknowledged 
the (foreseeable) economic collapse of American society, as determined by the ruling 
class of political and business leaders, and defi ed teachers to accept unprecedented 
social responsibilities to alter the industrial forces of America.  

  We live in diffi  cult and dangerous times—times when precedents lose their 
signifi cance.. . . Neutrality with respect to the great issues that agitate society, while 
perhaps theoretically possible, is practically tantamount to giving support to the 
forces of conservatism.. . . To refuse to face the task of creating a vision of a future 
American immeasurably more just and noble and beautiful than the American of 
today is to evade the most crucial, diffi  cult, and important educational task.   9     

In what proved to become a monumental moment in the history of American educa-
tion, Counts challenged teachers to use the schools as a way to combat those values 
foisted on the American public by a misguided capitalistic system and selfi sh business 
and political leaders.  Dare the School Build a New Social Order  has become an oracle for 
those who wish to combat hegemonic structures of education and produce schools for 
social reform that serve to help the culturally oppressed. 

 Counts argued that the American public was already being indoctrinated by a 
thoughtless capitalistic system and that the schools were perpetuating this propaganda. 
Teachers were one of the few professionals who could best determine the welfare of the 
oppressed classes if Progressive educators—romantic sentimentalists—with their out-
dated faith in child-centered schools and student individualism (the project method) 
would “face courageously every social issue . . . and fashion a compelling and challeng-
ing vision of human destiny”   10    In essence, he taunted members of the PEA by asserting 
that educators could not remain impartial and that the structure of schooling was not 
neutral. “Th e fact that other groups refuse to deal boldly and realistically with the pres-
ent situation does not justify the teachers of the country in their customary policy and 
hesitation and equivocation. Th e times are literally crying for a new vision of American 
destiny. Th e teaching profession, or at least its progressive elements, should eagerly 
grasp the opportunity which the fates have placed in their hands.”   11    In Counts’s view, the 
only way to cure societal ills was for the education profession to “become somewhat less 
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frightened than it is today of the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination.”   12    In short, 
Counts challenged educators to use schools as a venue for propaganda to develop a posi-
tive social vision and to combat negative forces of society by indoctrinating students 
against indoctrination. Th is speech would launch an educational movement of the 
1930s and 1940s known as  social reconstructionism  that called for schools to help recon-
struct society and to develop a more thoughtful, equitable social vision for America. 

 Building a new social order became a popular and controversial topic that would 
subsequently be debated by Boyd H. Bode of Ohio State University and John Childs 
of Teachers College, both friends and colleagues of Counts, in the pages of the educa-
tional journal,  Th e Social Frontier.  Th e exchange, occurring throughout a four-year 
period and including six statements–rejoinders, came to be known as “the imposi-
tion controversy,” representing one of the most thoughtful dialogues on the subject.   13    
Bode, who may have been more annoyed with the child-centered focus of the PEA 
than was Counts, recognized that partisanship in schools was inescapable; he main-
tained “the remedy for the shortcomings of the Progressive education movement is 
not to prescribe beliefs, but to specify the areas in which reconstruction or reinter-
pretation is an urgent need.” Bode fundamentally maintained a faith in democracy 
and the sensibilities of the common person. If the teacher builds a community for 
“sincere and careful thinking, without assuming responsibility for the outcome,” 
then thoughtful resolutions, without indoctrination, would occur.   14    Childs took up 
Counts’s crusade and called on educators to build a guiding social vision for society 
and, in turn, to introduce in classrooms a defi nite point of view that permitted for 
the development of distinct social ends. As Bode maintained, if such social ends were 
determined and the schools become the means for their implementation, was not this 
a form of dogmatism and authoritarianism? Could democracy and the spirit of free 
inquiry—a basic goal of education—be embraced by the schools if social ends have 
already been determined? 

 Childs recognized the fundamental biases inherent in all school settings and viewed 
education as being implicitly and necessarily partisan. For Childs (as was the belief of 
Counts), values were already being imposed in the educational system, and educators 
were irresponsible if they did not examine and then emphasize more appropriate val-
ues. In response, Bode objected, saying that social reconstructionists believed “imposi-
tion is not really a crime but a high moral obligation, provided, of course, that it is of 
the right kind and done in the right way.”   15    Bode called for a reconstruction of soci-
ety, too; however, the schools must inculcate democracy “as a way of life” and should 
not become a tool for social purposes. “Unless democracy has a distinctive spirit and a 
distinctive approach to contribute, it inevitably becomes merely another tyranny mas-
querading under a fi ne name. . . . We must aim at a democratic social order and we must 
avoid indoctrination. . . . What troubles me is the fear that Dr. Childs, in an excess of zeal, 
sacrifi ces both the ideal and the method of democracy.”   16    Any imposition of values, for 
Bode, represented an abomination to democracy. 

 Bode’s resolution did not particularly satisfy the many social reconstructionists call-
ing for societal change since, fundamentally, he placed considerable trust in “essential 
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democracy,” faith in intelligence, and confi dence in the general sensibilities of the com-
mon person. “What is required of Progressive education is not a choice between aca-
demic detachment and adoption of a specifi c program for social reform, but a renewed 
loyalty to the principle of democracy.”   17    Childs had already dismissed Bode’s faith in the 
common person, acknowledging the irresponsible uses of power and illiberal, intoler-
ant intelligence of those in control. Th e imposition controversy would lay silent and 
unresolved among members of the PEA. 

 Th roughout the imposition controversy exchange, Bode also engaged in an equally 
important yet now overlooked counternarrative about indoctrination and the concep-
tion of needs as used in those PEA schools that were participating in the Eight-Year Study. 
Although Bode had earlier resigned from the project because of the schools’ focus on 
“needs” (what he had called a “weasel word”), he continued to write his PEA colleague, 
V. T. Th ayer, as they attempted to resolve the issue of indoctrination through a “conception 
of needs” as the organizing feature of the curricula. Even with their diff erences, Th ayer 
and Bode agreed that schools should be engaged in building more thoughtful communi-
ties (an acceptance of the importance of reconstructing society) and that students “must 
be helped to cope with cultural confusion as they must gain control over and give direc-
tion to social change.” Bode refused, obviously, to limit the conception of democracy with 
the inculcation of a fi xed social vision. Once again, he placed faith in the sensibilities of 
the “common person” and believed “the individual must decide where this good lies” 
while avoiding a naïve relativism arising from an open-ended pursuit of student interests, 
or those “whims” he found so educationally irresponsible.   18    Similar to his exchange with 
Childs, Bode would later assert “if progressive education can succeed in translating its 
spirit into terms of democratic philosophy and procedure, the future of education in this 
country will be in its hands. On the other hand, if it persists in a one-sided absorption in 
the individual pupil, it will be circumnavigated and left  behind.”   19    

 Th ayer argued that his concept of democracy avoided absorption with the individual 
student: “Defi ning desirable directions of growth in terms of the democratic tradition is 
not indoctrination in the derogatory sense of the word. It does not mean that the school 
must serve the interests of the status quo. Change is an axiom in American society, and 
democracy by its very nature implies change and the reimplementation of its own values 
under changing conditions of life.”   20    Bode agreed with Th ayer’s view that the teaching of 
democratic values did not represent indoctrination, inasmuch as democracy requires 
that a person critically assess the very values being taught. Bode would continue to 
oppose the listing of needs as a defi ning structure for the curriculum and, instead, assert 
that individuals must be educated to discover their needs against a backdrop of demo-
cratic values. Th is was the unique role that Progressive education schools were taking—
displaying through experimental means how democratic communities would engage in 
the activity of developing a social philosophy that guided a way of life. Bode’s fear arose 
from what he had seen with child-centered education, in which curricula was driven by 
either the interests of students or the assessment of needs, thereby undervaluing aca-
demic content and diverting attention away from the importance of articulating a clear 
social philosophy. 
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 In two venues—the imposition controversy of the  Social Frontier  and the concep-
tion of needs exchange within the Eight-Year Study literature—Bode’s resolution 
was clear: school communities composed of teachers, students, and parents embrac-
ing “democracy as a way of life” and seeking to formulate social philosophies would 
ultimately mollify the inherent problems of indoctrination and propaganda of edu-
cation. Neither exchange proved convincing enough for a reconciliation between the 
antagonists; however, worth noting is that the use of propaganda and mass persuasion 
remained outside the mainstream practices of educators during this period. Although 
the constructive use of propaganda was being suggested in other areas, a fundamen-
tal (albeit naïve) belief in democracy still guided the conversations in the fi eld of 
education.     

 Defining a Social Philosophy in 
Practice: The Floodwood Project 

   George Counts, Boyd H. Bode, John Childs, and V. T. Th ayer were certainly not calling 
for empirical research that would (or could) resolve their diff erences among the issues 
of propaganda, indoctrination, imposition, and the conception of needs. Nonetheless, 
a University of Minnesota educational philosopher, Th eodore Brameld, initiated an 
experimental project during the aft ermath of the imposition controversy that sought to 
ascertain the implications of the use of propaganda in classrooms while also attempting 
to engage young people in the development of a social philosophy. In 1940, Brameld 
developed with administrators and teachers at Floodwood (Minnesota) High School a 
general education program for the junior and senior school students intended “to build 
by cooperative thinking and exploration a blueprint of our future society.”   21    

 By examining economic, political, and cultural issues, Floodwood students set out to 
articulate a social vision by addressing the issue of “what kind of society do we wish to 
build for tomorrow?”   22    Th e project explored open-ended means and predefi ned ends 
as Brameld attempted to experiment with open inquiry in contrast to the imposition 
of values. Th e Floodwood Project ( Design for America  program) included many of the 
fi nest aspects of Progressive education at the secondary school level:  integrating the 
separate subjects of the curriculum and placing responsibility on students to become 
self-directed learners. Since Floodwood High School was a “community school,” com-
mon in the 1930s and 1940s, students and teachers drew heavily on the resources from 
the area. High school studies were directly related to pressing local issues and aff airs, 
and students were active participants in community activities.   23    Th e program led to stu-
dents reaffi  rming their belief in democracy while also recognizing that “socialism and 
communism belong in the libertarian stream of democratic thought.”   24    As a demonstra-
tion of open-ended inquiry, the project proved not to impose values but, instead, per-
mitted students to examine and determine their own beliefs, a conclusion supported 
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at the time as well as in a 1976 follow-up survey of the participating Floodwood high 
school students.   25    

 Th e  Design for America  program represented a demonstration project rather than a 
scientifi c experiment, and its conclusions in no way prove a resolution to the imposition 
controversy even with its eff ort to, as Bode suggested, construct a social philosophy as 
a framework for guiding a program of study. Many educators questioned whether high 
school students would be willing to participate in a program of utopian planning and 
to examine economic and cultural issues of the day. Brameld was addressing whether 
an open-ended secondary school core program—in this instance one addressing issues 
of postwar planning—could be implemented in schools. Perhaps the more signifi cant 
role of the Floodwood Project was to keep Brameld centered on developing further the 
philosophical underpinnings for what was to become his resolution to indoctrination 
and propaganda in education. From this actual classroom setting, Brameld sought to 
resolve the imposition controversy as a component of what he would later develop as an 
educational reconstructionist position.     

 Propaganda, Blueprints, Designs, and 
Defensible Partiality 

   In an odd sleight-of-hand trick serving to distance himself from the past eff orts of the 
PEA, Th eodore Brameld reformulated his philosophical position during the 1950s into 
an educational movement known as  reconstructionism , a position separate from the social 
reconstructionist views of Childs, Counts, and others. Brameld’s promotional abilities 
came forth clearly as he proceeded to popularize reconstructionism—a “philosophy of 
magnetic foresight”—in his textbooks.   26    He developed a popular conceptual framework 
to introduce philosophies of education, with his reconstructionism as one of the selec-
tions; any introductory conversation about education, thanks to Brameld, included recon-
structionism, which served as a legitimate choice for a legion of preservice teachers who 
were asked to compose their teaching values, creeds, and beliefs. An underlying premise 
of reconstructionism redirected the social mission of education—namely, the transmis-
sion of culture. Brameld asserted that schools could no longer merely refl ect society (i.e., 
transmit culture), but, instead, that education must become a process of cultural recon-
struction and renewal. Th e specifi c educational ends were not identifi ed by Brameld; 
however, throughout his career he articulated themes—democracy, power and control, 
class, culture, evolution—that would constitute the conversation for reconstruction.   27    

 Brameld was still left  with the diffi  culty of assuring that acceptable ends could be prede-
termined during the process of cultural renewal. To achieve this, “operational consensus” 
became a way—a means—to determine the fruitfulness of shared ends because Brameld, 
similar to the Progressives, placed great faith in the intelligence of the common person 
and in dialogue and critical inquiry (which, albeit, could be viewed as educationally and 
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politically naïve). Nonetheless, he called for educators to construct “blueprints of a new 
social order, adequate enough to eliminate the tragedies of our present system, desir-
able enough to inspire fervent devotion to it as an achievable ideal, and implemented by 
a method powerful enough to reach the objective.”   28    Later, he would avoid “blueprint” 
and dissociate himself from the term, one that he viewed had taken on an invidious use 
pertaining to a rigid, predefi ned pattern. Instead, Brameld turned to “design” as a way to 
suggest fl exible ends without in his view resorting to propaganda and indoctrination.   29    

 Although Brameld successfully distanced himself from the social reconstruction-
ists, he nevertheless needed a response to the major criticism of their position. If educa-
tors engaged in the reconstruction of society with defi ned social ends, would not their 
actions constitute a form of indoctrination, with school materials becoming samples of 
propaganda? Brameld could not overlook the importance of articulating a clear rejoin-
der to this charge and maintained, “I have never understood why it is less legitimate for, 
say, a well-educated teacher to hold and express reasoned out convictions, than it is for 
a scientist to become enthusiastic about a hypothesis he then endeavors to prove true by 
a due process which, by defi nition, leaves the door wide open to the contingency that 
it may prove to be false.”   30    Although he objected to indoctrination, a one-sided form of 
communication to inculcate beliefs “so supremely true” that there is no need for fur-
ther critical inquiry, he believed teachers should be willing to discuss ideology in the 
classroom.   31    In fact, Brameld was implicitly supporting Bode’s faith in intelligence by 
asserting that educators’ beliefs and convictions should undergo “public inspection and 
communication of all pertinent and available evidence and by exhaustive consideration 
of alternative convictions.”   32    Only through open discourse and the critical examination 
of ideas could teachers hold beliefs that were also defensible. 

 From this perspective, Brameld proposed a resolution to the imposition controversy 
and propaganda—the concept of “defensible partiality”:  “What we learn is defensible 
simply in so far as the ends we support and the means we utilize are able to stand up 
against exposure to open, unrestricted criticism and comparison. What we learn is par-
tial in so far as these ends and means still remain defi nite and positive to their majority 
advocates aft er the defense occurs.”   33    One might question whether “defensible partiality” 
would lead to an ideological rigidity, but Brameld suggested otherwise. Although educa-
tors could embrace ideological positions: “partiality paradoxically increases in defensibil-
ity only as it is tested by the kind of impartiality provided through many sided evidence 
[irrational as well as rational], unrestricted communication by group learning, complete 
respect for criticism and minority dissent.”   34    Teachers, students, and community mem-
bers would seek out and encourage debate and criticism as the necessary prerequisite 
for maintaining beliefs.   35    Brameld recognized that inherent power structures in school 
would deter open dialogue and believed that defensible partiality, as a theoretical con-
struction, was appropriate only for teaching adolescents and young adults rather than 
elementary school-aged children, who most likely would be unable to engage in critical 
discourse. In essence, the discussion and critique of ideas would become, for Brameld, a 
commonplace activity of schooling. Defensible partiality remained a basic construct for 
educators throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 
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 Independent of the positions developed by Counts, Bode, Childs, and Th ayer from 
the 1930s and Brameld from the 1950s, a group of teachers and professors in the 1970s 
was quite willing to begin discussing ideology in the schools, a theme that would emerge 
not in the fi elds of educational philosophy and foundations of education but, instead, 
in what was then proving to be the tumultuous area of curriculum theory. Th is group, 
known as  critical theorists , addressed issues related to power, the knowledge of domi-
nant groups, and indoctrination in the classroom (recast as hegemony). Although aware 
of pragmatism and Progressive education traditions, their critique was markedly dif-
ferent.   36    Critical theorists, later joined by a loosely formed collective of educators who 
embraced social justice as the defi ning characteristic of schools, proceeded to transform 
and reconcile the imposition controversy into practices that have become vibrant and 
widespread throughout classrooms today.     

 Contemporary Sensibilities and 
Applications: Critical Theorists 

   During the early 1970s, a group of American critical theorists from the fi eld of curricu-
lum and foundations, led by Michael Apple of the University of Wisconsin, began to 
critique the accepted processes for developing curriculum and instructional materials 
and examine the administrative structure of schools from the perspective of those social 
relations that dominate classrooms and defi ne teacher–student relations. Th eir work 
was not singular and, in fact, suggested a confl uence of writings from European socio-
logical and cultural theorists, coupled with correspondence theory of American econo-
mists and revisionism by American educational historians. Th ese curriculum theorists 
began examining not merely the artifacts of schooling but bureaucratic, economic, and 
ideological structures of education and the taken-for-granted institutional contexts 
that served to saturate the general sensibilities of teachers, students, and parents. With 
the then emerging role of qualitative research in the fi eld of education, in which eth-
nographic observation was slowly becoming accepted as legitimate data for the exami-
nation of classroom methods (and the reconfi guration of scientifi c research, with the 
introduction of Th omas Kuhn’s research paradigms into the social sciences), a genera-
tion of critical theorists including Apple, Henry Giroux, Jean Anyon, Jeannie Oakes, 
Alex Molnar, and others launched an era of educational critique that began reidentify-
ing power structures, hegemony, and indoctrination in schools.   37    

 With theoretical foundations forged from the writings of Raymond Williams, 
Antonio Gramsci, the Frankfurt School of Critical Th eory, Samuel Bowles, Herbert 
Gintis, Paulo Freire, and others, these critical perspectives off ered educators a vocabu-
lary to describe how schools continued to reproduce and perpetuate class stratifi cations 
and social inequities in society and to recognize cultural hegemony and the inherent 
structures of indoctrination and “political socialization” that are embedded within the 
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act of teaching.   38    Terminology became very important—an example of emancipatory 
activity—as a way to provide opportunities for educators to examine institutional lan-
guage and to uncover the taken-for-granted rhetorical devices of labels and descriptions 
that carry such power in classrooms. Although indoctrination in education had been 
critiqued and discussed from normative philosophical perspectives in previous decades, 
the critical theorists devised and introduced a vocabulary for teachers and students to 
be able to name the power structures and phenomena of oppression and tension that 
were a standard part of school and classroom culture. Further, they came to realize how 
language—scientifi c, technological, bureaucratic—served to impose and defi ne life in 
classrooms and, more importantly, they recognized that ideology is, in fact, the produc-
tion of meaning—a way of viewing and describing the world. Somewhat unknown at 
this time in the educational literature, critical theorists were compiling and designating 
the overwhelming number of situations—specifi c settings, specifi c moments, specifi c 
decisions—in which power and complexity transformed the intent of learning. 

 Two fundamental concepts— the hidden curriculum and offi  cial knowledge—arose 
from this theoretical work and assisted American educators in examining and better 
understanding the use of propaganda and indoctrination in schools. Th e develop-
ment of the term “hidden curriculum” in education arose from one of the fi rst qualita-
tive research studies in education, conducted by Philip W. Jackson of the University of 
Chicago and published in 1968 as  Life in Classrooms .   39    Th is anthropological examina-
tion of classroom life in an elementary school defi ned the hidden curriculum as unin-
tended and unrecognized learning expectations in the classroom that caused student 
success and failure. Th e critical theorists would convert the term to refl ect socioeco-
nomic dimensions in which the hidden curriculum, embedded and unrecognized in 
classroom life, refl ected mainstream values and mores that permitted a dominant group 
to maintain social privilege. Th e hidden curriculum, as part of a bureaucratic and mana-
gerial perspective, has come to be defi ned as those unintended curricular and instruc-
tional outcomes occurring within the context of the social life of the classroom that 
serve to create, reproduce, and maintain race and class inequities. 

 Using the hidden curriculum, with its Jackson-ethnography pedigree, proved advan-
tageous as a way to keep the social-economic-cultural analysis within the conversations 
of school administrators, teacher educators, curriculum and instruction staff , and gen-
eral classroom teachers. Too oft en, such topics are marginalized and relegated to small 
gatherings of curriculum and foundations academics. For a variety of reasons, the con-
cept of the hidden curriculum became expansive and entered mainstream educational 
discourse so that generations of new teachers began examining aspects of indoctrina-
tion and imposition embedded in their textbooks and classroom activities. Presently, 
classroom teachers, in their preparation and practice, oft en set aside time to refl ect 
upon their teaching practices as a way to detect those unrecognized forms of indoc-
trination that aff ect students in undesirable ways. Th e term “hidden curriculum” has 
become one of the better known types of curriculum in the professional literature and 
is directly applicable to the detecting of propaganda and the imposition of values in the 
classroom. 
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 Another all-encompassing concept—“offi  cial knowledge”—emerged as a way to 
summarize the hegemonic structures of schools and their impact on the fundamen-
tal assumptions of curriculum and instruction practices.   40    Offi  cial knowledge desig-
nates content construed as legitimate culture worthy for inclusion in the curriculum; 
however, the term is much more expansive than “what knowledge is of most worth” 
and “whose knowledge is being valued.” An examination of offi  cial knowledge intro-
duces content as an economic commodity and form of cultural production through its 
most tangible artifact—the textbook—and exposes the economic decisions and busi-
ness practices that determine what content is to be included and excluded from the 
curriculum. Th e concept brings another dimension to the discussion of propaganda 
in education by introducing the power of economic, free market forces into the topic of 
indoctrination. 

 Th e critical theorists’ research was not focused solely on hegemony and indoctri-
nation in education. Th eir research expanded into all realms of educational studies. 
Organizational and administrative structures—the use of performance outcomes, prin-
cipal–teacher relations, an “audit culture” in schools perpetuating business manage-
ment propaganda—became a venue for critique and analysis. Schools came to be seen 
as the controllers of knowledge as cultural capital, and new hegemonic relationships 
embedded within the organizational structures of schools and classrooms came into 
view. As opposed to ascertaining the role of school in society and other foundational 
issues that helped to defi ne American educational practices of the 1920s and 1930s, 
these curriculum theorists began analyzing societal mores and how taken-for-granted 
assumptions were infl uencing the structures of schooling. In essence, a shift  occurred 
in the current conception of propaganda, as educators no longer sought exclusively to 
detect and eradicate the use of biased materials (although this is still a predominant 
focus); rather, “the sociology of indoctrination in schools” emerged as a topic of interest 
and a call for action.     

 A Transformation to Critical Pedagogy 
and Education for Social Justice 

   Drawing on Paulo Freire’s concept of  conscienticizao  (a critical consciousness of cultural 
injustices with a call for action), a generation of curriculum and foundations academics 
and educator practitioners began ushering in new ways of teaching and new forms of 
describing propaganda and imposition in schools. Th ese overarching educational per-
spectives, called  critical pedagogy  and  education for social justice , are now recognized 
within conventional, institutionalized teacher education settings. Described as “trans-
formative intellectuals,” classroom teachers become empowered to recognize their pro-
fessional role as social agents within the cultural and political realms of society and to 
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act on the forces of propaganda and indoctrination that have become embedded within 
the practices of schooling.   41    

 Th ere is no one critical pedagogy or singular education for social justice and, for this 
reason, any description of practice will suff er; yet certain concepts reappear, thus sug-
gesting some general tenets: education plays a role in reproducing and perpetuating 
social inequities, and the curriculum may serve to discredit the most vulnerable stu-
dents; knowledge, authority, power, and identity are shaped by race, class, and gender 
distinctions that permeate the classroom; teachers, with students, must engage in the 
process of social and self-emancipation as a way to confront inequities and transform 
society; and social action—praxis as a form of action and refl ection—is intertwined 
with classroom discourse as a way to build humane communities and begin to construct 
social visions for just and multicultural democracies. 

 Critical pedagogy and education for social justice are now providing educators with a 
set of terms and concepts to reexamine and question the fi rmly entrenched power struc-
tures of schools, not merely to recognize hegemony and propaganda but also to take 
action—to engage students to make acts of protest. Most educators, overwhelmed by 
the complexity of contemporary life and reluctant to judge others’ beliefs and ideals, 
fl ee to the bureaucratic realm of schooling in which managerial decisions seem benign. 
Critical pedagogues and educators for social justice recognize indoctrination and pro-
paganda in the classroom and, as an antidote, realize that communities may be formed 
around the honest discussion of educational purposes and through the articulation of “a 
common good.” 

 Unlike those individuals who came together to form the PEA, there is no formal orga-
nization or common framework to designate critical pedagogy. Nor is there a fi xed end 
or prescribed social vision, blueprint, or design that is being promulgated to students. 
As Michael Apple noted at the beginning of the critical theory movement,

  I must reject any false posturing of certainty. “Do these things and it will lead 
invariably to ‘freedom’ ” is to me a dishonest statement. None of us knows the specifi c 
steps to “freedom,” “meaningfulness,” and so on, educational or otherwise.   42     

 In many respects, this fl exible and open perspective may well begin the forma-
tion of the positive, social vision that Bode and others had wished. As generations 
of educators continue to embrace and expand aspects of social justice and critical 
pedagogy and envision the many variations of hegemony and uses of propaganda 
in classrooms, one should not hope for the defi nitive  resolution  to indoctrination 
and propaganda in schools. Yet, by “rejecting any false posturing of certainty,” there 
may well be a  reconciliation  among the larger cultural, ideological, economic, and 
social forces of society so that students, teachers, and administrators may begin to 
create more thoughtful school communities that honor democratic deliberation and 
address the hegemonic tensions that are deeply embedded within the structure of 
American education. 
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          chapter 10 

 bo oks in the cold war:  
 beyond “culture” 

and “information”      

 trysh   travis          

 Introduction 

   In his classic study of the development of American cultural relations in the wake of 
the Second World War, Frank Ninkovich charts the evolution of what had been genteel 
“culturalist” practices into recognizably propagandistic or “informationalist” norms. 
Rooted in older, private, and informal forms of international relations—philanthropy, 
missionary work, noblesse oblige—what Ninkovich terms the culturalist tradition was 
broadly educational. It favored “ ‘slow’ media (exchanges of persons, books, art, and so 
forth), focused on infl uencing elites, and envisioned benefi cent results in long-range 
cultural readjustments” ( Ninkovich  1981  , 119). True believers in a liberal humanism 
grounded in the Enlightenment ideal of the rational man, culturalists thought har-
monious foreign relations would follow naturally from the free exchange of ideas. In 
the words of Archibald MacLeish, the fi rst Assistant Secretary of State for Public and 
Cultural Aff airs (December 1944–August 1945) and one of the last strong proponents 
of the culturalist position: “if the people of the world know the facts about each other . . . 
peace will be maintained” ( Ninkovich  1981  , 116). 

 Th e culturalist hegemony collapsed because postwar conditions could not sustain 
such a utopian vision. Brash Soviet deployments of culture in the service of power 
combined with the growth of government bureaucracy to elevate expertise, effi  ciency, 
and short-term gains in public attention over the gentlemanly values of an earlier time. 
Advocates for the “informationalist” model of cultural relations came disproportion-
ately from the advertising and public relations sector rather than the staid worlds of 
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education and philanthropy; as a result they favored communications that were “tech-
nologically oriented, populist in [their] partiality for undiff erentiated mass audiences, 
and attuned to achieving immediate results in the form of altered opinions or attitudes” 
(119). Persuasion, not education, was their goal. 

 Th us a crass and calculative mindset displaced the equanimity of the earlier 
period—but not before cannibalizing its language and spirit. What had been a human-
ist commitment to  ideas  became instead a strategic promotion of  ideology . Panicked 
by a Communist menace that may or may not have been real, by 1950  “the [State] 
Department was not so much interested in fostering intellectual freedom as in pro-
moting freedom as propaganda” (162). Postwar cultural relations, then, should be 
understood as a sort of zombie version of their liberal internationalist precursor. Th e 
government’s limits on cultural exchange were less important, Ninkovich argues, than 
the institutionalized “self-deception” (178) about what such exchange was intended to 
do. Rather than freely shared, cultural forms (literature, art, music, education, etc.) were 
deployed cynically: cultural relations bureaucrats championed arts and “culture” on the 
ground that they embodied transcendent values, but they knew full well that what they 
were promoting was a narrow version of American national interest. 

 Th ough he uses the terms “culture” and “information,” Ninkovich tells a classic tale 
of the decline from “art”—loft y, disinterested, and timeless—into “advertising”—base, 
biased, and all too human. As is oft en the case in such fall narratives, his is also a story 
about changing media forms. Advocates for the informationalist and culturalist posi-
tions, Ninkovich notes, “tended to sort themselves out according to media preference; 
national interest types preferred information programs, whereas liberal international-
ists clannishly clung to traditional modes of cultural intercourse” (120). As the infor-
mationalists came to dominate the practice of cultural relations, “slow media” forms like 
the book withered away as electronic communications took over. 

 Th is essay does not seek to overturn this truism: one need only compare the outputs 
of the United States Information Agency’s (USIA’s) Information Center Service (respon-
sible for libraries and books) and its Broadcasting Service (responsible for Radio Free 
Europe, Radio Liberty, Voice of America, etc.) to see that the latter shaped the post-
war landscape in ways that their genteel cousins simply could not match. Nor does it 
aim to dispute Ninkovich’s sense of an overall constriction in the horizon of possibilities 
for cultural relations. What it does argue is that this received wisdom is insuffi  ciently 
nuanced and that such fl attening comes at a cost. Books do have a place in the history of 
Cold War propaganda; they remained an important if not a dominant mode of cultural 
relations during this period. Th rough various programs—some strictly state run, oth-
ers public-private partnerships; some clandestine, others open—the American govern-
ment distributed 50 million volumes abroad during the 1950s alone.   1    

 Th ese books may be interesting to the student of propaganda forms and history for 
their own sake, but my attention is compelled here less by the books themselves than 
their metonymic function and the questions it allows us to ask. In Ninkovich’s analysis, 
the discarded remnant of the slow media serves as a marker, symbol, or embodiment 
of the culturalist mode of international relations that disappeared aft er the war. But if 
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books in fact remained a presence, then perhaps the mindset for which they stood also 
persisted, even if only in the shadow of its fl ashier rival. We should restore books to 
their rightful place in the catalogue of Cold War cultural relations, then, not just for the 
antiquarian pleasures of complete-ism, but because they may allow us a window into 
something larger: the presence of a range of attitudes toward cross-cultural communi-
cations and exchanges in a period that is generally believed to be univocal. Overturning 
this monolith, I argue, is necessary if we wish truly to understand American attempts to 
communicate across cultures during—and aft er—the Cold War, attempts that included, 
but should not be limited to, “propaganda.”     

 The Culturalist Tradition: Feeding 
“Book Hunger” 

   An account of Cold War–era book programs abroad should really start with the Second 
World War itself, and the overseas work of the Council on Books in Wartime (CBW). 
An organization of US trade book publishers, the CBW was constituted with the idea 
of demonstrating books’ essential place in the war eff ort. Th e group promoted reading 
on the home front through mass reading programs, radio and newspaper promotion, 
and so on, but it is best known for its creation of the cheap paperback Armed Services 
Editions (Figure 10.1), a series of more than 1,300 titles produced in 124 million volumes 
between 1943 and 1947 and distributed free to GIs in Europe, North Africa, and the 
Pacifi c. Th e popularity of these small, cheap books is generally believed to have cleared 
the way for the postwar “paperback revolution” in the United States ( Travis  1999  ).      

 Th e CBW’s more lasting global legacy, however, inheres in two smaller, less 
well-known paperback series aimed at foreign audiences. Appearing at the end of the 
war, the Overseas and Transatlantic Editions (OEs and TEs; Figure 10.2) consisted of 
eight million books—fi ft y-one titles in fi ve languages—produced in partnership with 
the Offi  ce of War Information (OWI), Washington’s offi  cial propaganda agency.   2    Th e 
OEs and TEs were American books in translation—some serious (Albert Kazin’s 
 On Native Grounds ; Walter Lippmann’s  US Foreign Policy and US War Aims ), others 
light-hearted (Ernie Pyle’s  GI Joe ; Donald Hough’s  Captain Retread )—intended for civil-
ian readers.   3    Th eir mission hewed closely to the fairly desultory translation programs 
sponsored by the Carnegie Endowment for World Peace during the prewar period 
( Ninkovich  1981  , 13). In the words of one OWI staff er, both series aimed to present 
“topics bearing directly on the attitudes foreigners will have toward our international 
policies for the immediate postwar period [and to demonstrate] that Americans are 
well-informed, well-intentioned, progressive, and not standardized.” Chester Kerr, for-
mer  Atlantic Monthly  editor and OWI agent in charge of the OEs and TEs, described 
their purpose somewhat more colloquially:  “these books should show the Germans 
that . . . civilization can fl ourish in Brooklyn” ( Hench  2010  , 96, 98). Priced modestly and 
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sold through local retailers whenever possible, the OEs and TEs were characterized by 
their promoters as “ordinary books” of the sort that would be “bought by any educated 
person” ( Hench  2010  , 156). Th eir presence in stores signifi ed a return to normalcy and 
with it, informed, rational discourse in the wake of the war.      

 A commitment to the book form was, not surprisingly, common among the book-
men (as they liked to call themselves) of the CBW. It was also not  un common among 
OWI staff ers, many of whom shared the elite background of the bookmen and hailed, if 
not from the publishing industry, then from print journalism or related media ( Hench 
 2010  , 58).   4    Publishers and information specialists may have seen the practical issues of 
the immediate postwar period diff erently—a decimated Europe was an opportunity to 
open up new markets for American titles, lasting peace required the “de-Nazifi cation” of 
the continent—but both groups agreed that postwar Europe suff ered from a “book hun-
ger” that the United States had an obligation to meet ( Hench  2010  , 70). 

 Th e term “book hunger” is signifi cant, framing the issue of scarce reading material 
not as a problem of communications or information (though it was that) but as an ele-
mental need. Censorship, rationing, and the destruction of Europe’s publishing infra-
structure (sometimes by Axis occupation, sometimes by Allied bombs) had certainly 
created a shortage of things to read. But book hunger was as much about the mate-
rial form of the book as it was about the act of reading. Th e term originated among 

 
   figure 10.1    Armed Services Edition of Ernest Hemingway,  To Have and Have Not.      Editions for 
the Armed Services, Rare Books Division, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University 
Library; Photograph:  Princeton University Library.   
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Anglo-American librarians in the late nineteenth century to describe the lack of access 
to books in rural communities. Absent “real” books, investigators found, readers turned 
to mail order catalogues and dime novels, a state of aff airs that the “apostles of culture” in 
the library trades believed endangered individual and civic well-being ( Garrison  1979  ). 
Now Europe faced the same predicament. 

 Many publishers, unsurprisingly, shared this attitude, and it colored their discussions 
of the reconstruction of postwar Europe’s media infrastructure. Leafl ets and magazines, 
to say nothing of radio broadcasts and fi lm—these were ephemeral forms that played to 
the baser emotions. Books, by contrast, were uniquely suited to convey the enlighten-
ment values of complexity, objectivity, and rationality. Th eir content could off er instruc-
tions for or examples of democracy; their form emblematized it. Why else would they 

 
   figure  10.2    Transatlantic Editions, produced by the Offi  ce of War Information in 
Cooperation with the Council on Books in Wartime, 1944–45.     Source: Collection of John B Hench; 
Photograph: ©  jeff adamsphotography.com.    
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have been burned by the Nazis? By recognizing the gravity of book hunger and feeding 
it with real books, the United States would ensure that readers around the world were no 
longer tempted to sate themselves with junk propaganda. Put another way, the presence 
of “culture” would inoculate them against “information.” 

 With an eye to this issue, toward the end of the war proponents of books in the OWI 
and in its Latin American counterpart, the Coordinator for Inter-American Aff airs, 
stepped up translation eff orts outside the context of the OEs and TEs. Th ey also began 
to create (or in some cases, expand upon) reading rooms across Europe and Latin 
America. Known generally as Information Center Service Libraries, these facilities typi-
cally off ered English-language classes as well as borrowing privileges for classic and con-
temporary American works in English ( Sussman  1973  , 8–11). 

 At the same time, some of the publishers associated with the CBW organized themselves 
into a new group, the United States International Book Association (USIBA). Ending the 
American book trade’s historical indiff erence to export markets, the USIBA would facil-
itate translation rights for American books, increase their distribution and sales abroad 
through direct promotion, and spread goodwill about America and American books 
in new markets. Convinced by their own observations and by the encouragement of 
like-minded friends in the intelligence and diplomatic communities that books would be 
privileged weapons in the postwar struggle for hearts and minds, the founders of USIBA 
assumed that the new organization would work along the lines that Ninkovich argues 
characterized the most ambitious of prewar cultural relations programs: the private sector 
would conceptualize the problem and work to solve it, funded by a government that trusted 
them to know best in such matters ( Hench  2010  , 183–197;  Ninkovich  1981  , 89–93). 

 But these expectations proved wrong: the USIBA lasted less than two years. Fearing 
a backlash against “propaganda” like the one faced by the Committee on Public 
Information aft er World War I, in 1945 President Truman declared the United States out 
of the “information” business. Th e OWI was dissolved with his ringing pronouncement 
that “this government will not attempt to outstrip the extensive and growing informa-
tion programs of other nations” (quoted in  Guth  2002  , 18). A combination of American 
isolationism and the nationalist agendas of other countries pushed government part-
nership with the publishing trade off  the table, and publishers’ nuanced protest that they 
were in the business of “culture” not “information” fell on deaf ears. Over the next couple 
of decades, it would remain uncertain indeed in which category the book belonged.     

 The Informationalist Ascendancy: 
“Promoting the National Interest” 

   Th e conceptual chaos that characterized cultural policy in the immediate postwar 
period is demonstrated handily by the rapid (“manic” may be a better word) evolution of 
the administrative structure that was meant to broker it. When Truman closed OWI in 
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1945, it merged with the Coordinator of Inter-American Aff airs and the Offi  ce of Public 
Information (which served domestic needs) to become the Interim Information Service 
(IIS), housed within the Department of State. Within a year, the IIS had become the 
Offi  ce of International Information and Cultural Aff airs (OIC), which morphed in 1950 
into the United States Information and Exchange Program and then in 1952 became 
the International Information Administration (IIA) (  Records of the United States 
Information Agency  ). Th e dust fi nally settled a year into the Eisenhower administra-
tion, when the IIA was removed from State and became the USIA, a “semi-autonomous” 
entity under the umbrella of the National Security Council. Th at organizational struc-
ture would remain in place until 1999. 

 Each successive cultural relations agency had its own mandate, vision, and chain of 
command, and staff  members rotated rapidly through the growing but still fl uid bureau-
cracies. Despite or possibly because of this unsettled state of aff airs, some funds con-
tinued to be appropriated for book programs, even as the siren song of fast media grew 
louder each year. What were now called the Overseas Libraries not only maintained but 
expanded their presence abroad. By 1953, there were almost two hundred around the 
world, holding around two million volumes ( Lacy  1953  , 146) and generating signifi cant 
goodwill toward the United States by off ering books (including, increasingly, scientifi c 
and technical publications), educational opportunities, and traveling exhibitions. It did 
not hurt that they were also well-heated in winter ( Stroup  1969  , 242). 

 Adding to the American print presence abroad was the Informational Media 
Guaranty program (IMG), a government subsidy (through the Marshall Plan) for trans-
lating books that “refl ect[ed] the best elements of American life and. . .[did] not. . .bring 
discredit upon the United States” into the languages of countries whose soft  curren-
cies closed them out of the regular global export market. Originally operating only in 
Europe, IMG books became available in the non-aligned nations in 1951 and became 
a key means for exporting American scientifi c and technical books abroad ( Benjamin 
 1984  , 17–20). Money also still fl owed, albeit sporadically, to USIA’s Books in Translation 
programs, which expanded from Eastern Europe into the Middle East and Asia in the 
1950s and to Latin America in the 1960s. Published in runs of two thousand to three 
thousand, USIA translations were usually titles that the agency itself or a Foreign Service 
offi  cer or intelligence agent on the ground had decided would be valuable in a certain 
place, though as Greg Barnhisel notes locals in touch with the American establishment 
 could  request certain titles for translation. Signifi cantly, USIA translations were pub-
lished blind, with “no trace of the fact that they existed because the US foreign-policy 
establishment wanted them to” on the cover or end papers ( Barnhisel  2010  , 200). Both 
the IMG and Books in Translation programs were buff eted by political currents in con-
gress—IMG, particularly, was seen (not wholly incorrectly) as an unwarranted subsidy 
to the publishing industry—and neither endeavor was especially robust or effi  cient. But 
if books declined in importance in the years immediately following the war, they did not 
disappear; no agency was willing simply to write them off . 

 Th is diffi  dent posture contrasted starkly with the Soviet attitude toward books. In 
December 1947, National Security Council Memo 4 warned that Moscow was involved 
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in an “intensive propaganda campaign” against the United States not only in Eastern 
Europe, but in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Radio and print journalism, exchange of 
persons, and old-fashioned whispering campaigns were key weapons in this off ensive, 
but books played a signifi cant role. By 1950, US intelligence estimated that the Soviet 
budget for propaganda was 1.5 billion dollars (about sixty times US outlays), and that 
forty million volumes had been distributed around the globe since the war’s end ( Cull 
 2008  , 52;  Barnhisel  2010  , 192). Th e bulk of these were scientifi c and technical books as 
well as volumes touting Communist Party ideals and history; a few were ideologically 
acceptable classics of European literature. At least some of them pilloried the United 
States as a decadent, expansionist, and imperialist force ( Evans  1955  , 70). 

 Gradually it became clear to even the staunchest isolationists in Congress that the 
United States could not aff ord such asymmetries of information. A key statement from 
the National Security Council in December 1949, NSC 58/2, called for a more asser-
tive information program that would help counteract the distortions of Soviet propa-
ganda and “keep alive the anti-Communist sentiment and hope of the non-Communist 
majorities” in Eastern Europe and elsewhere. Th e need for what Connecticut Senator 
and former Director of the OIC William Benton called “a Marshall Plan of ideas” was 
confi rmed by the outbreak of the Korean War. Money (more than ever before, though 
less than the State Department wanted) suddenly appeared to support what President 
Truman called a “Campaign of Truth” ( Cull  2008  , 52–54). 

 Over the next few years, State and Congress wrangled over questions of how, where, 
and to precisely what degree “truth” needed to be spread around the globe, given the 
state of international relations. While there was always disagreement on these ques-
tions—sometimes on principle, other times because of cost—the general trend was 
toward more pointed and aggressive information policy, including, aft er 1950, blatant 
propaganda and psychological warfare. Heading into the 1952 presidential election, a 
beleaguered Truman administration created the IIA to consolidate and streamline its 
overseas information dissemination operations. When Eisenhower took offi  ce the next 
year, the IIA became the United States Information Agency (USIA). Refl ecting the tenor 
of its new relationship with the National Security Council, the fi rst point in the reconsti-
tuted agency’s charge was “to understand, inform and infl uence foreign publics in pro-
motion of the national interest” ( “USIA: Overview”  1999  ). According to Ninkovich, the 
era of the hard sell had arrived. 

 Nothing suggests the complete extinction of culturalist impulses better than Senator 
Joseph McCarthy’s 1953 campaign against the Overseas Libraries, which he claimed 
stocked and promoted books by “controversial authors.” McCarthy was not entirely 
wrong; the partnership between professional librarians and their partners in gov-
ernment still hearkened back to the prewar days, when foreign relations bureaucrats 
held the purse strings but deferred to their cultured coevals’ professional judgments. 
Th e original and still operative IIA book selection policies gave librarians in the fi eld 
signifi cant discretion when ordering books. Th ey generally chose titles from lists 
pre-approved by Washington, but were specifi cally enjoined “to judge materials primar-
ily by their content” rather than according to some ideological litmus test, and titles by 
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known communists or fellow travelers were acceptable provided they supported general 
IIA objectives and depicted America favorably ( Robbins  2001  , 29). 

 McCarthy, unsurprisingly, had no patience with the niceties of professional defer-
ence, and as he traveled through Europe fulminating against subversive books, pan-
icked bureaucrats back home hastened to bend to his will. Between February and June 
1953, ten diff erent directives were issues detailing how the Overseas Libraries should 
deal with “controversial authors,” all of which narrowed the range of acceptable book 
content. Fearing for their jobs and their reputations, staff  members purged the stacks 
of anything remotely suspicious; in some locations the off ending books were burned. 
Requisitions for the Overseas Libraries slowed from fi ft y thousand titles per month 
to a mere three hundred as staff ers screened titles for potential controversy (Sussman 
1973, 3). Selection policies were relaxed by the end of the year in the wake of the back-
lash against McCarthy, but the damage was done: his legacy lingered within the new 
USIA offi  ces in the form of a heightened review for “positive program content” in all 
titles being considered for translation and distribution abroad (“Information Center 
Service Comments,” January 30, 1956, Box 16, Folder 8).   5    Th e message was clear: gov-
ernment gatekeepers, not book professionals, would determine which texts best repre-
sented and advanced the national interest. 

 Th e Overseas Library controversy set a chilly tone for book programs in the 1950s, 
but it did not represent their totality. An important exception to this instrumentalist 
approach to book-based cultural relations can be found in the “book charities” that 
Paul Bixler has documented—projects that frequently enjoyed some level of logisti-
cal or fi nancial support from the government. One response to the isolation and fear 
of wars hot and cold, Bixler notes, was that “many Americans were accepting the 
obligation of learning how the rest of the world lives and. . . recognizing the need to 
attempt to put some kind of fl oor of information and understanding under the struc-
ture of international relations” (  1972  , 480–81). Bixler enumerates a host of projects, 
from specialized eff orts organized by professional groups like the American Medical 
Association to community-based drives like the Darien Book Aid Plan (fd. 1949). On 
the surface, at least, these groups were motivated by the same earnest commitment to 
cross-cultural understanding that characterized the pre-war culturalist approach to 
foreign relations. 

 Alongside these book “charities” existed several long-running book donation proj-
ects housed within professional non-governmental organizations. Among these were 
the Books for Asian Students program of the Asia Foundation, founded in 1954, and 
the Freedom House Bookshelf, founded in 1958 by the New  York watchdog group 
Freedom House. Books for Asian Students was, for the most part, just an ongoing and 
well-organized book donation program, but the Freedom House bookshelf (Figure 10.3) 
allowed American donors to select a “library” of a dozen or so paperback “classics of 
democracy” and send them directly to an interested individual in the developing world. 
In some cases the Freedom House titles from which donors could choose were selected 
with USIA input; sometimes the recipients of the books had been selected by foreign 
service or agency personnel on the ground.      
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   figure  10.3    Freedom House book donation  form.     Source: Freedom House Records, Mudd Manuscript 
Library. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library; Photograph:  Princeton 
University Library.   

10_Castronovo_CH10.indd   18910_Castronovo_CH10.indd   189 9/30/2013   4:20:29 PM9/30/2013   4:20:29 PM



190   trysh travis

 Such gatekeeping can be read as the triumph of informationalist ideology over cultur-
alist free exchange—but it is also possible to read it strategically, as a way of defl ecting 
the attention of the McCarthys of the world. As Leo Bogart’s survey of USIA personnel 
makes clear, agency professionals could be savvy operators of the system within which 
they worked. “ ‘In all the years I testifi ed on the Hill,’ ” one of Bogart’s subjects reports, 
“ ‘the only way I could get money was by hitting the communists over the head’ ” (  1995  , 
xxviii). Such bashing could be heartfelt, but it could also be a means to an end—and 
a culturalist end at that. Another of Bogart’s subjects notes, “ ‘we didn’t look at book 
translations as informational tools but rather as contributions to mutual understanding, 
like the library program’ ” (xxxiv). Th ese fi rsthand accounts, like correspondence about 
the Freedom House and Asia Foundation programs, complicate Ninkovich’s sweeping 
assertions—those about media forms as well as those about ideological uniformity.   6    
Books continued to be viewed, by some at least, as viable tools for cultural relations dur-
ing the postwar period, and a belief in their importance lingered in Washington’s cor-
ridors of power.     

 Publishing Development: Franklin Book 
Programs, Inc. 

   I want to turn now to the work of a group of trade publishers organized under the 
name Franklin Book Programs, Inc. Franklin’s odd career continues the disruption of 
Ninkovich’s fall-into-informationalism narrative that I have begun above—even as it 
confi rms it in other ways. A review of its twenty-six-year history prompts us not only to 
push beyond the culturalist-informationalist binary, but also to rethink the theoretical 
assumptions that underlie our defi nitions of “propaganda.” 

 Originally intended as a translation program that would be more systematic, thought-
ful, and high class (in a word, more culturalist) than the haphazard eff orts of the State 
Department, Franklin Books originated in 1951 at a joint meeting of the American 
Library Association (ALA) and the American Book Publishers Council (ABPC, the 
trade organization that took over from the Council on Books in Wartime aft er the 
demise of the USIBA). Dan Lacy, an Assistant Librarian of Congress helping to organize 
the new Interim Information Agency, proposed the idea as a remedy for what he saw 
as the government’s wrong-headed and ineff ectual use of books. Observing the State 
Department trending toward short-term strategizing and sloganeering, Lacy argued 
that translation and library-building programs directed by government bureaucrats 
rather than book professionals could never be successful since said bureaucrats knew 
nothing about translation, book production and marketing, or reading practices. As a 
result, both the communications circuits through which American books were fl owing 
abroad and the material objects themselves were such that the communities receiving 
the books recognized them easily for what they were—maladroit propaganda. Current 
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attempts at book diplomacy, he argued, harmed rather than elevated the reputation of 
the United States and the “democracy” it claimed to represent. 

 Th e ALA and the ABPC found Lacy’s observations persuasive. Aft er extended 
negotiations with various government and congressional offi  ces, Franklin Books was 
incorporated in May 1952 with $250,000 in State Department funds to underwrite the 
translation of American books for the Middle East, where the scarcity of American titles 
was particularly acute and the political situation notably tense. Princeton University 
Press Director Datus Smith was selected as president of the new organization, in part 
due to the Press’s long history of scholarly publishing on the region. A fact-fi nding com-
mittee consisting of Smith and other publishers’ representatives as well as public librar-
ians and Library of Congress staff  toured the Middle East late in the autumn of 1952, 
and the fi rst Franklin offi  ce opened in Cairo six months later. By 1959 offi  ces were oper-
ating in Tehran and Tabriz, Iran; Lahore, Pakistan; Dacca, East Pakistan/Bangladesh; 
Djakarta, Indonesia; Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; Beirut, Lebanon; and Baghdad, Iraq. 

 At the outset, both Lacy and Smith imagined Franklin fairly conventionally, with the 
same mixture of informationalist and culturalist goals as the book donation programs 
discussed above. Th e organization’s founding documents treat reading strategically, as 
the key to creating the literate middle class necessary to bring democracy to the region. 
But Franklin’s primary thrust was idealist rather than instrumental. Following the 
model of the Overseas and Transatlantic Editions, Franklin aimed to invite “ordinary 
readers” to broaden their minds with good, relevant books representing American ideas 
and life. In a planning document addressed to Smith, Lacy argued for the need to reach 
what we might call a “middlebrow” audience, one 

  that excludes at the one extreme the highly sophisticated Western educated 
intellectual who has a fl uent command of one or more Western languages and at 
the other extreme the semi-literate and illiterate masses. . .. In all classes of books 
[published] it would be desirable, I think, to conceive of three possible levels, one 
aimed at the university student and middle level government offi  cial, one at the high 
school educated clerk level, and one at the juvenile level. (October 27, 1952, National 
Security Archive)  

Th is vision proved increasingly diffi  cult to realize over time, but it was the founding 
impetus of the Franklin program, and remained, for awhile at least, its theoretical heart. 

 Franklin’s earliest publishing successes refl ected its pragmatic mixture of political and 
intellectual/aesthetic ambitions. Its fi rst bestseller was an Arabic translation of Edward 
R. Murrow’s 1952 volume  Th is I Believe , which interspersed chapters authored by prom-
inent Arabs with the American originals. Published in Cairo, where selling three thou-
sand copies was generally considered “bestselling,” the volume sold thirty thousand 
copies in its fi rst year in print (“To the Board of Directors” June 4, 1954, Box 5, Folder 7). 
A similar translation/adaptation of Sara Knowles Bolton’s compendium of inspirational 
sketches,  Lives of Poor Boys Who Became Famous , appeared in Arabic in 1953, Urdu in 
1954, and Persian in 1956;  Lives of Girls Who Became Famous  was also translated into 
Arabic. American bestsellers like James Bryant Conant’s  Science and Common Sense,  

10_Castronovo_CH10.indd   19110_Castronovo_CH10.indd   191 9/30/2013   4:20:30 PM9/30/2013   4:20:30 PM



192   trysh travis

Will Durant’s  Pleasures of Philosophy , and Th ornton Wilder’s  Th e Bridge of San Luis 
Rey ; classics like Louisa May Alcott’s  Little Women  and Edith Wharton’s  Ethan Frome ; 
and Book of the Month Club selections like Frederick Lewis Allen’s  Th e Big Change  and 
Robert Trumbull’s  Th e Raft   formed the center of the Franklin canon, which was referred 
to simply as “the regular program.”   7         

 Th is rather torpid list confi rms the middlebrow ambitions at the heart of the Franklin 
program—but what is important to note, however, is that those ambitions began almost 
immediately to be frustrated. Th e complexity of creating “ordinary readers” in the devel-
oping world was no mean feat, and as the diffi  culties it entailed became clear, Franklin 
was forced to move beyond the genteel desire to feed book hunger to something more 
complex: the creation of entire communications circuits, or what the staff  would come 

 
   figure  10.4    Franklin Book Program edition of Will Durant,  Th e Pleasures of Philosophy.    
  Franklin Book Program Records, Mudd Manuscript Library. Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Princeton University Library; Photograph: Princeton University Library.   
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to call “indigenous publishing cultures” (Minutes of the Executive Committee Meeting, 
January 24, 1968, Box 2, Folder 1). Th is move leveraged them out of Ninkovich’s cultur-
alist/informationalist schema and, not incidentally, put them at odds with the govern-
ment bureaucrats intended to be their partners. 

 Datus Smith realized early on that Franklin’s original sense of itself would need 
revision in light of conditions on the ground. He departed on his initial survey of the 
Middle East with a mandate to hire temporary offi  ce staff : locals who would help to 
establish Franklin’s business presence, procure offi  ce space, troubleshoot national 
and regional regulations and customs, and so on. Meanwhile, the Franklin executives 
would search out disaff ected cultural propagandists within the Foreign Service and 
agency staff s and recruit them to head up the local offi  ces. Just a few weeks into his trip, 
however, Smith acknowledged that this strategy would not work. A vibrant cast of what 
he called “instinctive bookmen” in the countries that he was visiting, coupled with 
a dearth of US talent, persuaded him to invert the organizational hierarchy that the 
Franklin board had imagined (Minutes of the Executive Committee Meeting, October 
30, 1952, and March 18, 1953, Box 2, Folder 2; Memo, April 23, 1965, Box 91, Folder 4 ) . 
Rather than allowing the Americans to do the conceptual work while the locals helped 
out with logistical matters, the Americans, he believed, should become advisors to 
indigenous executives, providing technological, business, and bibliographic sugges-
tions but leaving the bulk of the decisions about what to publish—and how to market 
it—to the people who knew their culture best. Th is commitment to local empower-
ment became the centerpiece of the Franklin program and was neatly codifi ed by 
 Smith in  1963  :   

     1)    The staff in each Franklin office is composed exclusively of nationals of that 
country, without resident Americans.   

     2)    Books are chosen for publication by local advisors, not by Americans.   
     3)    Publication is by local firms, not by Franklin, and the books are issued for sale, 

not for giving away; selling prices are appropriate to the local economy.   
     4)    Technical assistance in the development of a strong local book industry is 

treated as a valid objective in its own right, not merely in connection with 
Franklin-sponsored books. ( Smith  1963  , 508)     

 Th e shift  to a local emphasis also meant allowing the original aim of book translation 
to take a back seat to technical publishing assistance. Many of the Overseas Managers 
(as the heads of the local Franklin offi  ces were called) were enthusiastic about making 
literature, history, and political titles, as well as children’s books and science/technol-
ogy writing, available to a broader public. College-educated urbanites, they tended to 
share the centrist politics and middlebrow tastes of their American counterparts. But 
they were keenly aware that—the presence of good books notwithstanding—the read-
ing public in the developing world could not expand until ineffi  ciencies in the book sup-
ply chain were resolved. Chief among these needs were consistent access to paper and 
to replacement parts for machinery, new ways to retail books outside of urban capitals, 
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and more liberal national and regional distribution rights schemes that rewarded the 
import and export of books (published anywhere, in any language) across the coun-
tries of the Middle East. Smith, Franklin Board Chairman Malcolm Johnson, and other 
staff  members collectively spent about twenty months in Cairo, Tehran, Lahore, Beirut, 
and Djakarta between 1952 and 1954, and while they pushed “the regular program” at 
every opportunity, the daily disruptions to business as usual that they witnessed in their 
travels ultimately convinced them that their enthusiasms were misplaced. As Franklin 
expanded (somewhat nervously) from a traditional translation program to one focused 
on building a publishing infrastructure, they left  behind both culturalist and informa-
tionalist models of propaganda to become something that more closely resembled what 
we now think of as a development aid organization or NGO. 

 Th is turn toward intervention in the material dimensions of print culture came just 
as the informationalist climate was hardening in Washington. Had Franklin hewed to 
its original mission, just trying to churn out peacetime equivalents of the OEs and TEs, 
its existence would have been diffi  cult enough. By adding local emphasis and infrastruc-
ture development to its agenda, the organization made itself nearly non-cognizable to 
the cultural relations establishment. Faced with a handful of earnest publishers talking 
about their partnerships with local book clubs and binderies, professional propagandists 
tended to respond with a wink and a nod. Before Franklin had formally incorporated, 
Malcolm Johnson received several visits from members of the Psychological Strategy 
Board, who suggested that money would fl ow more freely to the fl edgling enterprise 
if it affi  liated with the CIA rather than with the State Department (Johnson to Waller, 
February 18, 1952, Box 18, Folder 1; William Kennedy to Johnson, July 9, 1952, Box 10, 
Folder 1). Johnson and Smith declined the invitations, but a year later they found their 
local emphasis policy applauded in an IIA newsletter as a canny strategy for preserv-
ing the  appearance  of independence from the American government. In what would 
be the fi rst of many such exchanges, an exasperated Smith explained to his government 
partners that Franklin’s desire for independence and neutrality was not merely strategic. 
If the organization hoped to help the State Department meet its goal of “challeng[ing] 
Communism on bookstands abroad” it would require “autonomy in reality as well as in 
appearance” ( Robbins  2007  , 643). 

 But “autonomy in reality” proved a tough proposition. By the fall of 1954, USIA had 
begun to signal that Franklin’s funding might be in jeopardy, since the organization 
had not “confi ned itself solely to publishing ‘hard-hitting, anti-communistic’ tracts” 
(Newsletter #1, November 15, 1954, Box 5, Folder 7). Th e paroxysm subsided, and 
Franklin’s budget was ultimately approved, but Smith spent the next decade trying to 
carve out enough space within the increasingly top-down agency so that his organiza-
tion could pursue the long-term goals articulated by its foreign partners rather than the 
short-term gains desired by the home offi  ce. “If [we] were unable to publish books in 
certain categories merely because they failed to serve an obvious US political interest at 
the moment,” he explained, “Franklin would lose the priceless endorsement of the books 
which  do  serve such direct US interest. Th e cabinet ministers and other leaders who 
endorse, promote, and defend the Franklin program do so only because they believe 
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that the principle of ‘local choice’ assures the educational usefulness of the program to 
their own country” (Draft  Statement of Policy, January 4, 1956, Box 5, Folder 6). Th e 
content of the books ultimately paled in importance compared to the role they played in 
building the communicative and deliberative capacity required of a free society. Surely 
the agency could see that? 

 Why, of course they could! Th rough the mid-1960s the USIA brass applauded Smith 
for continuing to seek more autonomy for Franklin even as they refused to grant it. 
Trapped in a sort of  Alice in Wonderland  netherworld in which his eff orts simply would 
not be taken at face value, aft er a few years Smith wrote dejectedly to Johnson that 

  it is ironical that I  fear our bureaucratic and congressional friends rather than 
enemies. Th e friends instinctively try to show that this is a slick trick we have been 
putting over on our Asian friends. We fl atly deny that it is, and we know that if it were 
a trick, or not in Asian interest, it would have been exposed and halted long since. But 
the argument of caginess is so easy to make, and is so appealing to congressmen, that 
I feel certain Franklin is going to be presented in the wrong light by people trying to 
help us.     (January 11, 1956, Box 16, Folder 8)    

 Th is stalemate persisted over the next few years: out of one side of its mouth the 
agency continued to praise Franklin’s strategic commitment to its local partners and 
encourage it to open up more offi  ces in hot spots around the world, while out of the 
other it urged Smith to go “off  the record,” meaning make Franklin available to the CIA 
to forward its agenda (January 11, 1956, Box 16, Folder 8).   8    Smith responded by seek-
ing external funding for the organization’s work, and by 1959, slightly more than half 
of the Franklin budget came from private philanthropies, rather than the government 
( Laugeson  2010b  , 170)—but the result was a net decrease in resources that would seri-
ously curtail Franklin’s capacity. 

 As the Kennedy administration came to power and began talk of expanding foreign 
aid to the developing world, it seemed as though Franklin might suddenly take the 
spotlight. At a Washington meeting of cultural relations bureaucrats, the new Assistant 
Secretary of State for Educational and Cultural Aff airs appeared briefl y and 

  made it quite clear that the State Department thinking would now emphasize the 
kinds of objectives which Franklin has had all along. . . . Aft er his appearance [the 
meeting chair] kept pricking the USIA people about their “narrow-minded” 
directives which have the limited objective of creating an “image of America.” Th e 
[USIA] boys the next day were still bleeding. (Don Cameron to Smith, June 15, 1961, 
Box 50, Folder 13)  

 But the best and the brightest turned out not to understand Franklin any better than 
their predecessors. 

 In February 1962, Smith informed his board that the administration was 
“preoccup[ied] with Latin America and Africa” and “partly for valid and partly for spe-
cious reasons.” Th e higher-ups were demanding that Franklin expand into those regions; 
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they had suggested Smith fund the expansion by pulling out of the Middle East—at 
least until the president’s ambitious new offi  ce of international development was up and 
running. Reluctantly, he drew up a “Plan for Worldwide Development” that would put 
Franklin in forty-one countries (up from around a dozen) over the next three years. But 
he warned the board that “we cannot—without irreparable harm to Franklin’s reputation 
and to American interest—start liquidating our present programs at the very moment we 
are talking about new ones on the other continents that happen to be politically in higher 
vogue” (February 1, 1962, Box 5, Folder 3). Th e board backed him, and the Middle East 
programs stayed put, but the expansion (to a few offi  ces in Africa and some cooperative 
ventures in Latin America) stretched Franklin’s limited resources even more thinly, and 
Smith’s principled refusal to abandon his friends did not sit well with Washington. 

 None of the new Franklin programs did much beyond off ering regional training 
seminars, publishing feasibility studies, and consulting on textbooks. Th e organization 
should have been positioned well to take advantage of the new United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) when it fi nally opened its doors in 1966: that agen-
cy’s mandate extended to underwriting the cost of “educational commodities,” includ-
ing “books,” and Franklin had been in the business of book assistance and development 
longer than many of its competitors. By this point, however, a decade of fi nancial strin-
gency and tension with Washington, combined with the increasingly volatile situation 
on the ground in many countries, had taken a severe toll. Other trade and textbook pub-
lishers eager to enter the competition for federal funds suspected Franklin of “empire 
building” and refused to cooperate with them (Dick [Barden] to Executive Committee, 
October 5, 1964, Box 3, Folder 4). 

 Smith retired in 1967 and the organization ran through two presidents (Michael Harris, 
formerly of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, and Carroll 
Bowen of MIT Press) in four years before stabilizing somewhat under John Kyle (from the 
East-West Center Press, University of Hawaii). Th e vestiges of the regular program had 
already largely died out, and now indigenous publishing development was offi  cially aban-
doned as a goal as the new leaders sought to reconfi gure Franklin into “a development 
institution which focuses on educational materials” (Minutes of the Board of Directors 
Meeting, April 22, 1970, Box 1, Folder 2). Th e result was a fl urry of attempts to enter the 
high-stakes international development game: USAID training grants, textbook consult-
ing contracts with national ministries of education, and diversifi cation into audio-visual 
materials. But Franklin’s competitors, many of them for-profi t educational materials pub-
lishers, were younger and faster; the organization was fi nally dissolved in 1978.     

 Conclusion 

   Was Franklin Books a propaganda organization? Th e men of Franklin insisted that 
it was not. Its refusal to buy into what Smith called “the American ideé fi xe of com-
munism (real or imagined)” (quoted in  Laugeson  2010a  , 138) put it at odds with its 
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supposed partners in the government early on, and compromised its ability to function 
right up through the fairly inglorious end. 

 Skeptics might argue, of course, that technical assistance—even when directed 
toward an indigenous publishing culture—was itself an informationalist ploy. Th e 
political economy of a given print culture helps to determine the nature of the discourse 
that fl ows through it, and the very notion of a “modern” communications circuit is itself 
ideological. Franklin certainly did work to create a Western-style framework—includ-
ing a viable market—within which local and regional book production, distribution, 
and consumption would take place. Th e program trained typesetters, printers, editors, 
designers, and booksellers (sometimes in regional centers, sometimes in the United 
States), and in some countries (notably Iran and Afghanistan) invested considerable 
sums in printing, paper, and binding facilities. It drew on the expertise of American (as 
well as Middle Eastern expatriate) academics, publishers, booksellers, and librarians 
to create the broad catalogues of available books from which the Overseas Managers 
selected titles for translation (Smith to Claude Hawley, April 11, 1955, Box 16, Folder 
10). And while Franklin may have prided itself on its reliance on local expertise, the 
organization chose its “locals” carefully. In Iran, for example, the Franklin offi  ce opened 
immediately aft er the CIA-sponsored assassination of Mohammad Mossadegh, and it 
enjoyed decades of cozy patronage from the Shah and his family, several of whom trans-
lated and/or wrote introductions for Franklin volumes. Franklin Books did not support 
revolutionary movements for national self-determination; its members sought to com-
bat communism and to help open markets for American books. Within the context of 
the Cold War, such an amalgamation of sentiments and practices could result in only 
one thing, and we call that thing “propaganda.” 

 It is in part the fl uency of arguments like Ninkovich’s that suborns such a reading. 
While looking at cross-cultural exchanges through such prisms can off er both insight 
and pleasure, I have tried here to argue against such interpretive overdetermination. 
One of the things that made the slow media seem less than potent in the eyes of serious 
Cold Warriors was their relative modesty. As Nicholas Cull describes it, USIA’s “librar-
ies and cultural centers attract[ed] little attention unless they [we]re opened, closed, 
or burnt in a riot” (  2008  , xvii). Th is human scale off ers the historian a unique oppor-
tunity: working through the period’s book programs, we can repopulate the cool and 
impersonal propaganda machine that Ninkovich argues took over the task of cultural 
relations by 1950, and see that men of goodwill remained a presence within it. Like 
books themselves they were marginalized, but they did not disappear. 

 Th e crass deployments of culture that Ninkovich chronicles did occur, and on bal-
ance they probably dominated the world of cultural exchange. But some informational-
ist mobilizations of books, like the public-private book donation programs, remained 
rooted in earnest culturalist beliefs. Equally important, the example of Franklin Books 
demonstrates not only that “culture” could still be put into the service of liberal inter-
nationalism, but also that for some practitioners, culture became a way (ironically) to 
think for the fi rst time about the material realities of cultural production outside the 
boundaries of the West. In Franklin’s case, an initially quite conventional engagement 
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evolved into a cross-cultural collaboration that defi es easy pigeonholing as either cul-
turalist or informationalist propaganda. Th at partnership was not without problems—it 
is even possible to say it was a failure. To make such judgments, however, we must fi rst 
 see  Franklin, and to do that we must resist the seductive pull of Ninkovich’s narrative 
of the decline from art into advertising, culture into information. When we read the 
institutional histories of “propaganda” against the grain, such counterexamples may 
suddenly appear. 

 Like the bulk of the books distributed through the programs discussed here, the cor-
respondence, memos, and reports through which Cold War cultural relations bureau-
crats negotiated with one another, with private partners, and with their superiors inside 
of state power structures are fairly dull. But embracing the quotidian workings of insti-
tutions on the ground may be the surest way we have of actually understanding the com-
plexities of “propaganda.” And such a move is necessary. Th e example of the Franklin 
Book Programs illustrates that communications are never univocal or unilateral, even 
when the state seeks to make them so. By attending to the dissonance—the dissent—
within offi  cial communications regimes, rather than focusing on their apparently seam-
less fi nal products, we produce a more accurate picture of the messy workings of power. 
With more accuracy, perhaps, we may gain an improved understanding of how to inter-
vene in power’s exercise.    

      Notes   

       1  .    Benjamin,  U.S. Books Abroad , Appendix F, 91  . It should be noted that while this volume, 
generally seen as the most comprehensive and accurate report on State Department–funded 
book programs, presents these fi gures, Benjamin concedes that in fact “USIA has no clear 
record of what is included in this compilation” (40).   

       2  .  Th e OEs included seventy-two editions of forty-one titles—some in English (intended for 
the British market), but the bulk in French, Italian, and German. Some titles appeared in 
more than one language; more than 3.5 million copies were distributed overall. Th e TEs 
featured ten titles in French and ten in Dutch; 4.1 million copies were distributed, chiefl y 
on the continent.   

       3  .  Hench,  Books as Weapons , 270–274, off ers a complete list of titles.   
       4  .  On the role of Ivy League elites in the Cold War intelligence community, see for example 

   Evan   Th omas  ,   Th e Very Best Men: Th e Daring Early Years of the CIA   ( New York :  Simon 
and Schuster ,  1995 )  and    Frances Stonor   Saunders  ,   Th e Cultural Cold War: Th e CIA and the 
World of Arts and Letters   ( New York :  New Press ,  1999 ) .   

       5  .  Unless otherwise noted, all archival references are to Franklin Book Programs, Inc. 
Records; Public Policy Papers, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Princeton University Library.   

       6  .  Correspondence about the aims of the Freedom House bookshelf and the eff ects of its 
books on recipients can be found throughout Series Four, Sub-series 1, Freedom House 
Records, Public Policy Papers, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Princeton University Library. Discussion of the books programs of the Asia Foundation 
appears scattered through the Franklin Book Programs and Freedom House Bookshelf 
records.   
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       7  .  A complete listing of Franklin translations is available through the Library of Congress, 
which holds copies of all the books produced by the regular program.   

       8  .   Th ese invitations were steadfastly refused. Following the appearance in the December 1977 
 New York Times  of John Crewdson’s exposé of “Th e C.I.A.’s 3-Decade Eff ort to Mold the 
World’s Views,” Smith sent a memo to the Franklin Board noting that when allegations of 
CIA infi ltration of cultural organizations fi rst surfaced in 1967, “I checked down the whole 
list of phony CIA ‘foundations’ and discovered that. . . we had made grant applications 
to almost all of them but, except for the Asia Foundation, never got a nickel from any 
of them. . . . All in all, something over $113 million has passed through Franklin hands in 
twenty-fi ve years, and the total received from the Asia Foundation (which I think we can 
now say with assurance was Franklin’s only source of funds with any CIA connection) was 
$179,448” (Smith to Board, December 28, 1977, Folder: “Franklin Book Programs, Inc.” 
Clip Files, Melcher Library,  Publisher’s Weekly ).           
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          chapter 11 

 “the new vehicle of 
nationalism”:  radio 

goes to war    

    michele hilmes    

                Radio is to international propaganda what the airplane is to international 
warfare.   1    

  —Dorothy Th ompson, 1934  

 If democracy is to defend itself and to be made worth defending against 
totalitarian propaganda . . . it must be expounded to the people.   2    

  —Educational Radio Project, 1940  

 We have arrived at a stage at which we must tell each other openly what is 
in our hearts and minds. . . . I say to Hell with whether what I say is propa-
ganda or not. I have never stopped to fi gure it out and I don’t think that it 
matters any more.   3    

  —Leslie Howard,  Britain Speaks,  1940   

As this volume demonstrates, propaganda has many meanings. Its domain can range 
from purposeful communication that evinces a particular ideological or partisan sen-
sibility—meaning virtually  any  verbal or visual expression of identity or opinion, from 
advertising to the wearing of headscarves—to the limited sense of fundamentally untrue 
information used by some form of enemy deliberately designed to manipulate public 
opinion in the arena of national politics. As many scholars have pointed out, this lat-
ter, negative, nation-based defi nition took shape in the heated debates that followed the 
First World War, and it is no coincidence that the developing new media of mass com-
munication played a large role both in the deployment of propaganda itself and in the 
ways in which it was understood and debated. Th e “mass audiences” created by popular 
media seemed to constitute the very image of the propaganda-susceptible, emotional 
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mob, faceless and unknowable, feared by the nations’ intellectual and political elites. On 
the other hand, the instruments of mass communication, especially radio, gave national 
elites the most powerful tool yet available to them to attempt to shape and control those 
masses. Th us, propaganda and mass media are linked, never more so than in the case of 
radio broadcasting as it developed in the 1930s and 1940s. 

 Radio remains a prominent medium of global propaganda today, with its reach 
expanded enormously by satellites and the Internet, but its use in the period leading 
up to and during the Second World War established a historically unprecedented set 
of options and parameters within which propaganda could operate—among both ene-
mies and allies, both intranationally and internationally. I argue here that radio emerged 
in the 1930s as “the new vehicle of nationalism,” in Dorothy Th ompson’s words—a 
uniquely  national  form of media that empowered national governments not only to 
deploy a new and highly effi  cient means of communicating ideologically driven mes-
sages to their own citizens, but to establish permanent institutions of continuing inter-
national propaganda dissemination that persisted aft er the war and up to the present 
day. Th is version of radio’s potential was by no means the same that early observers had 
imagined; indeed, radio’s invisible, ephemeral, border-defying capacities seemed to 
many of its originators to usher in a utopian state of untrammeled, uncensored indi-
vidual communication across the globe.   4    As one U.S. radio amateur association put it 
in 1921, “radio provides about the only way by which an individual can communicate 
intelligence to another beyond the sound of his own voice without paying tribute to a 
government or a commercial interest.”   5    Th e ways in which this vision faded, as radio 
broadcasting was fi rst harnessed to the will of the nation-state, then aimed outward in 
the heated build-up to war during the 1930s, has been taken for granted far more than it 
has been examined.   6    

 Here, I attempt to situate radio’s use as a means of international propaganda during 
the Second World War within the larger story of its previous capture, around the world, 
by the resurgent nation-state in the fi rst half of the twentieth century, and its develop-
ment from a machine for nation- and empire-building into a weapon of national projec-
tion. I focus fi rst on the rise of the British Broadcasting Corporation’s (BBC) Empire 
Service, as one of the most powerful and well-developed prewar transnational broad-
casting eff orts, then more specifi cally on its North American Service (NAS), launched 
in 1940, which provided a model for the United States’ belated eff orts to harness radio to 
national goals. Th ird and most troubling is the little-known story of British–American 
cooptation of U.S. shortwave station WRUL Boston in 1940–1941 and its covert trans-
formation, fi rst, into a mouthpiece for British anti-isolationist propaganda, then as the 
founding station of the Voice of America (VOA), the United States’ fi rst organized inter-
national propaganda apparatus. 

 Th ese stories illustrate the complexities of radio’s use by nations for propaganda, reveal 
some of the tangled roots of our current global machinery of international communica-
tion constructed in the days of radio, and illuminate key tensions that structured radio’s 
use for national purposes. First, a key tension exists between persuasive communication 
directed by a national government toward its own citizens and that directed outward 
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to others. Domestic persuasion is frequently not recognized as such within the nation 
itself, instead falling under more neutral terms like “information,” “morale-building,” or 
simply “education,” although outsiders and dissenters might view it as the most obvious 
and insidious kind of propaganda (think, for instance, of North Korea). Second, “good 
will” or “friendly” propaganda, that directed transnationally by nations not at war nor 
politically opposed (sometimes referred to under the term “public diplomacy”), oft en 
walks a fi ne line between the overt and the covert, the transparent and the manipulative; 
this balancing act was certainly the case with the BBC’s NAS, which was conceived on 
the eve of war and used openly by the British government to speak out against isolation-
ist ideologies and enemy propaganda in both the United States and Canada. Th e VOA 
would continue in this vein. But British Intelligence’s use of WRUL falls decidedly into 
a third, more troubling category of covert international propaganda in its most negative 
sense, since information about the source of the programs and the information being 
provided was explicitly concealed not only from the American public but from most of 
its leaders and policy-makers, outside of a small inner circle. Th e status of Britain as a 
friendly nation made such covert eff orts even more eff ective and harder to detect—and, 
perhaps, a greater betrayal of trust—than the overt propaganda from Axis sources that it 
strove to combat. 

 Th us, concentrating on the range of persuasive communication produced at a 
moment of high intensity by nations not at war, but in fact closely allied, can push the 
limits of what we commonly regard as propaganda and allow us to explore the tensions 
that underlie our defi nitions. Th e fact that Britain, Canada, and the United States were 
all highly developed democratic states, fi ghting in the name of pluralistic democracy 
against monocultural totalitarian regimes, made the idea of governments directing 
propaganda toward their own citizens all the more problematic. Framers of the 1947 
Smith-Mundt Act found the notion so repellent that they forbad the domestic dissemi-
nation of VOA and Radio Free Europe, and it is no coincidence that this Act has come 
under renewed scrutiny in the early twenty-fi rst century as the United States wages 
information war in the Internet Age.    

      Radio Nations   

 Th e twentieth century represents the apogee of nationalism. It is also the century of 
broadcasting. Th ese two facts are deeply and causally related. As empires ripened and 
disintegrated, as nations warred across the globe, as new nations emerged and defi ned 
themselves, they invented and deployed fi rst radio and then television to serve as 
national circulatory systems, delivering the signs and symbols of the national imagi-
nary across geographical space into individual homes and minds, both consolidating 
and constructing key elements of national identity. Yet no previous medium possessed 
the equally important capacity of radio waves to  transgress  national borders, to defy bar-
riers of both time and space, to travel unseen through the air and enter the ears of private 
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citizens in their homes, undetected by public gatekeepers. For these two linked reasons, 
no other twentieth-century medium of communication was brought more tightly under 
state control, even in well-established democracies that had long before asserted and 
defended the freedom of the press. In every nation around the world, radio and then 
television became state-supported disseminators of the national culture, consolidating 
linguistic traditions and sending preferred elements of arts and politics into every vil-
lage. Equally important, they held forces from outside the nation at bay, or contained 
them in a negotiated presence. 

 Although radio broadcasting started as the realm of unlicensed amateurs in the 
years before the First World War, military and industrial uses of wireless telegraphy 
(the transmission of Morse-coded messages over the air) mandated some government 
intervention to sort out the international allocation of radio frequencies and, aft er the 
1912  Titanic  disaster, to regulate the use of wireless communication on board ships. Th e 
Great War drove home the importance of radio to the state, not only in military oper-
ations but in terms of control over key patents. Although transnational corporations 
such as the Marconi Company and General Electric had operated without boundaries 
before 1914, by 1919, governments in most industrialized nations took a hand in form-
ing corporations that asserted national control over radio manufacturing—the BBC, the 
Radio Corporation of America, Telefunken in Germany. During the same years, most 
governments came to understand the radio frequency spectrum as a national resource, 
much like water and minerals. Th e fi rst international conferences on spectrum alloca-
tion were held in the late 1920s, leading eventually to the formation of the International 
Telecommunications Union, now part of the United Nations. 

 To argue for their fair share of the spectrum and to allocate it once obtained, states 
were obliged to form some kind of national organization in charge of broadcasting, if 
they had not already done so. It was a short step to the formation of state-supported 
broadcasters, ranging from those operated directly by national and local governments 
(as in the Soviet Union and Germany) to those chartered by the state (as in Britain) 
to licensing-based systems such as that of the United States, which left  broadcasting in 
private hands but created the Federal Radio Commission in 1927 to manage frequency 
allocations, award licenses, and shape broadcasting along socially approved lines. 
Few countries had allowed amateur radio operators as free a hand before the war as 
the United States, and it is in some part due to their lobbying that U.S. radio remained 
private; by the time the U.S.  government began to devise regulations in 1922, hun-
dreds of licensed stations were already on the air, along with thousands of amateurs, 
now engaged in radio telephony—the transmission voice and sound over the air. Th e 
U.S.  context contrasts with the situation in most nations, where amateur broadcast-
ing had barely gotten under way before it was banned as war broke out, and where it 
remained largely forbidden for reasons of security well into the 1920s; this curtailing of 
amateur experimentation made it easier to assert state control. Some nations, such as 
France and Australia, formed state broadcasting companies but also allocated licenses 
to private organizations; others, like Canada and Mexico, began with a privately owned 
system but introduced a state broadcaster later in the game.   7    
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 Th us, radio broadcasting became an activity defi ned by nations and controlled to a 
greater or lesser degree by the state, particularly in Europe. In the years of social reor-
ganization and empire building aft er the First World War, radio was developed as a 
primary means of constructing and supporting the national culture and national iden-
tity. National broadcasting organizations built stations and transmitting towers; hired 
announcers and producers; contracted with national orchestras and theaters; devised 
programs and genres that spoke to a national public in the dominant language; cele-
brated national holidays and events; provided access to politicians, artists, intellectu-
als, and pundits of all sorts; and generally became central to each nation’s communal 
self-defi nition and the maintenance (or invention) of its cultural traditions.   8    Th e BBC 
presents a particularly strong example of a highly centralized national broadcasting 
system, one concerned with “making the nation as one man,” in its founding director 
John Reith’s words.   9    Although not directly controlled by the state, the British govern-
ment intervened early on to create a monopoly both in radio manufacturing (as in the 
United States) and in radio broadcasting (unlike in the United States). Under the super-
vision of the British Post Offi  ce, subsidized by a tax on radio licenses, the BBC central-
ized British radio culture by transmitting a single noncommercial national channel 
intended to speak from London to all parts of England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern 
Ireland. Regional outposts of the BBC began to supply a second localized service in the 
late 1920s, although they remained secondary to London. No domestic broadcasters 
other than the BBC were permitted to breach the ears of the British listening public, 
although, by the early 1930s, stations from France (Radio Normandie) and Luxembourg 
(Radio Luxembourg) began to infi ltrate British national airspace, much to the BBC’s 
chagrin. During the Second World War, the American military was allowed to set up 
a restricted American Forces Radio Network in Britain, intended for U.S. troops but 
reaching British audiences as well, an unprecedented invasion of sovereign radio terri-
tory uneasily permitted by the British government. 

 Radio in the United States, in the meantime, developed in a far less controlled and 
organized manner. No national public broadcaster addressed the nation as a whole in 
the way the BBC did in Britain, and early broadcasting took place largely through the 
eff orts of stand-alone stations owned by a wide range of individuals, businesses, and 
nonprofi t organizations, operating purely locally. Instead, privately owned corpora-
tions stepped in to do the job. By the late 1930s, three national commercial networks 
(along with dozens of smaller regional chains) had emerged to link America’s scattered 
stations together. Two were operated by the Radio Corporation of America’s (RCA) 
wholly owned subsidiary, the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), under the lead-
ership of David Sarnoff : NBC Red and NBC Blue, launched in 1926. Th e Columbia 
Broadcasting System (CBS) sprang up in 1927 to compete; William S. Paley became its 
longtime director.   10    Some stations affi  liated with a network and others remained strictly 
local. Th e vast majority were privately owned, although state and local governments, 
as well as nonprofi t groups like churches, universities, and community organizations, 
also lent their voices to the air. Th e size of the United States and its dominance over its 
two neighbors, Mexico and Canada, meant that American broadcasters simply usurped 
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the most favorable frequencies across the whole usable spectrum without much thought 
to fair allocation. It took heated intervention by the Mexican and Canadian govern-
ments to win back some frequencies, leading to the formation of the Canadian Radio 
Broadcasting Commission (CRBC) in 1932, which became the Canadian Broadcasting 
Commission (CBC) in 1936. Th e fact that American broadcasting was largely commer-
cial and that programs were planned and produced by advertisers, outside of network 
or station control, added to the lack of centralized planning and oversight. It was hard 
for Americans to imagine, much less implement, a state-sponsored external broadcaster 
like the BBC’s Empire Service, given this dispersed, private, for-profi t system; when 
shortwave broadcasting became feasible, it was farmed out to private corporations for 
experimentation, as discussed later. 

 However, internal domestic dissension over allocation of frequencies and what stan-
dards should determine that process prompted the United States to create a federal body 
to oversee the fi eld of electronic communication, passing the Radio Act of 1927 to form 
the Federal Radio Commission. Some regarded this legislation as an unprecedented vio-
lation of First Amendment principles, allowing a government body to interfere in private 
communication and establish a system of privileged speech in the ether. But the progres-
sive temper of the 1920s, as well as the self-interested willingness of the business sector to 
comply, set up the combination private-public system that still operates today.   11    Although 
heated debates opposing commercial and public interests in the medium of radio would 
rage between the passage of the Radio Act and its successor, the Communications Act of 
1934, even the most radical proponents of a BBC-like system asked only for a few frequen-
cies to be set aside for educational broadcasters. America remained too wedded to its local 
stations, its diversity of voices, and its highly popular—and profi table—commercial pro-
gram services to seriously contemplate the nationalization of the radio apparatus that pre-
vailed in most countries.   12    Th ese conditions left  the U.S. government woefully unprepared 
to intervene in radio broadcasting as war threatened in 1940, even as German, Italian, and 
domestic pro-Axis infl uences spread across the country through various media.   13     

    Empires of the Air   

 Meantime, technology advanced radio’s reach into the shortwave part of the spectrum. 
Short waves—frequencies above 3,000 kHz—could send sound much farther than the 
long and medium waves used by national domestic broadcasters, bouncing transmis-
sions off  the ionosphere to follow the curvature of the earth. Depending on atmospheric 
conditions, a shortwave signal from London could reach not only New York but also 
Buenos Aires and Vancouver, and maybe even Shanghai. One of the earliest national 
broadcasters to use shortwave technology to turn its broadcasts outward to its satel-
lite states and beyond was Radio Moscow, which began transmitting in 1925. Germany 
followed with transmissions to German-speaking populations in North, South, and 
Central America in 1926, while Guglielmo Marconi, the father of radio, helped to set 
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up the Vatican’s shortwave radio station in 1931, aimed at the “propagation of the faith” 
in the traditional sense. But it was the need to communicate across empires that most 
strongly compelled early international shortwave attempts. Th e Netherlands began 
broadcasting to its colonies in the Dutch East Indies through a private station oper-
ated by the Philips Corporation in 1927, while the BBC initiated its Empire Service in 
1932. Th ese services for the most part rebroadcast domestically produced programs in 
the home language for the ears of their colonial elites, not the native populations of the 
countries they reached.   14    

 It took the rise of Hitler’s Nazi Party in Germany, however, to begin in earnest the 
shortwave transmission of ideologically aimed communication in a variety of lan-
guages—not the originating nation’s language, but those of its intended international 
recipients—that would become the model of radio propaganda as developed in the 
Second World War. It is worth considering the trajectory of the BBC in international 
radio within the context of nation and empire, then segueing into war. According to 
Simon Potter, the idea of a shortwave service broadcast from London to the “white 
population under the British fl ag” (Potter 2012: 40) was discussed as early as 1929, to 
strengthen ties between Britain and its colonies and dominions, and also to forestall 
American cultural infl uences:

  Both the Colonial and Dominions Offi  ces were enthusiastic about the general 
idea of BBC short-wave broadcasts that would overcome the isolation of colonial 
administrators, maintain “sentimental ties” with the dominions, and project Britain 
overseas. In “an age of vigorously competing national cultures,” it was thought 
unwise to “allow the British case to go by default”: US dominance of cinema was “a 
suffi  cient warning of this truth.”   15     

 Not until 1932, however, was an offi  cial Empire Service inaugurated, under the direc-
tion of Cecil Graves. For the fi rst several years, “Th is is London calling” introduced ten 
hours of broadcasts a day from the BBC’s shortwave station at Daventry, across fi ve dif-
ferent geographical zones. Th e schedule consisted mostly of repeats of domestic pro-
grams, performed live, but the needs of empire soon induced the BBC to introduce a 
practice it had formerly resisted: recording programs on transcription discs for greater 
fl exibility of time and repetition. 

 Potter shows that the dominions, in particular Australia, Canada, and New Zealand 
where the Empire broadcasts were relayed across the nation by state broadcasters, 
exhibited mixed feelings about the BBC’s outreach—eager for British programs but not 
always enthusiastic about the type of material the BBC provided. Canada, in particu-
lar, with high-quality American programs always available from just over the border, 
pleaded with the BBC to send them not a generic, shortwave transmission, with all its 
attendant reception problems, but programs specially produced for Canada and sent 
either via transcription or radiotelephone (Potter 2012: 45). For the Empire Service, 
the consolidation of cultural unity among British peoples was the paramount aim, 
with projection of British politics and ideology beyond the British empire a distinct 
aft erthought. Th is situation was soon to change. 
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 By 1936, a need to counter the rapid expansion of German and Italian propaganda put 
the idea of broadcasting in languages other than English increasingly on Britain’s agenda. 
Radio in Germany by 1934 had been taken under the command of Joseph Goebbels, 
in the blatantly named Ministry of Propaganda, which also controlled fi lm production 
and exhibition and the press. But, as journalist and political analyst Dorothy Th ompson 
presciently pointed out, radio had “advantages over newspapers and other printed medi-
ums; it is more direct and can be made, internally, practically inescapable. It can be more 
completely controlled from a central source. And for international propaganda it is more 
eff ective and can be more easily alibied” (Th ompson 1934: 68). Th e British government 
approved—and funded—the BBC’s expansion into broadcasts in Arabic to the Middle 
East and in Spanish to Latin America, where the infl uence of German propaganda was 
particularly strong (Crowell 1938: 23). Over the next two years, it expanded its services 
to virtually every European language, including German and Italian. 

 In 1939, the division was renamed the Overseas Service and placed under the direc-
tion of Sir Stephen Tallents. Tallents was the former head of the Empire Marketing 
Board, under whose direction renowned documentarist John Grierson had pioneered 
the idea of documentary fi lm in the service of nation and empire. In the spring of 1940, 
as France fell and the German army marched toward Dunkirk, the British government 
realized that its most imperative propaganda task now was to overcome America’s isola-
tionist stance and rally it to the Allied cause. Keeping Canada’s divided population com-
mitted to the cause was a strong secondary objective. Th e BBC’s NAS, initiated in July 
1940, frankly and openly declared its intent to do everything in its power to accomplish 
this task of transnational persuasion through the medium of radio.  

    The North American Service of 
the BBC   

 Th e BBC had established a North American offi  ce in New York in 1935, in the wake 
of regulatory debates in the United States, during which the BBC became the contro-
versial alternative model to America’s commercial system. To counter bad publicity 
and misinformation, a North American representative was appointed, charged with 
improving public relations and encouraging program exchange between the Britain and 
the United States and Canada.   16    In July 1940, this small offi  ce in the Rockefeller Center 
International Building was transformed into the headquarters of the NAS, expressly for 
the creation of propaganda directed at the United States and Canada. Although man-
aged by the BBC, it was closely linked to the British Ministry of Information (MOI), part 
of that organization’s expanded sphere of semicovert U.S. operations that would eventu-
ally be consolidated under the bland cover of the British Information Service, situated 
on the fl oor above the NAS and employing more than three thousand people by 1942 
(Cull 1995; Spence 1982).   17    

11_Castronovo_CH11.indd   20811_Castronovo_CH11.indd   208 9/30/2013   4:21:30 PM9/30/2013   4:21:30 PM



“the new vehicle of nationalism”  209

 Th e NAS’s fi rst director was Lindsay Wellington, a former BBC program manager 
who, in 1940, had been appointed the MOI’s director of broadcasting operations.   18    
Wellington’s staff  worked closely with the MOI and with program planners in London 
to collect information on the mood in America, generate program ideas, coordinate the 
rebroadcast of NAS programs via U.S. stations and networks, and gauge reception of 
their eff orts. Back in London, the BBC chose a Canadian, Ernest Bushnell, formerly of 
the CBC, to serve as NAS Program Organizer, in charge of adapting BBC programs for 
North American reception and also with originating new ones. Most NAS programs 
could not be heard in Britain; they were for international audiences only. 

 Th e NAS employed a variety of methods to achieve its goals, producing an impressive 
array of overt, friendly propaganda programs, all directed at a clearly stated goal: to com-
pel American aid and support. It enlisted stars of stage and screen to speak on Britain’s 
behalf, experimented with mixing drama and documentary in innovative ways, encour-
aged U.S.-British co-productions, and took on a new populist attitude that not only 
brought the voices of the “common people” to the airwaves but led to the initiation of 
the BBC’s fi rst domestic serial drama,  Front Line Family.  Its primary task was to enlist the 
sympathies of the American public, to make them see that Britain was really the front-
line of the United States itself, fi ghting to defend American democracy as much as its 
own. By 1941, more than one hundred U.S. stations picked up at least one or two of the 
NAS programs on a regular basis, and Mutual distributed them on its network schedule. 

 Th e NAS’s fl agship program,  Britain Speaks,  initiated on the Overseas Service in 
May 1940, illustrates the new tone of frank persuasion adopted in this hour of need. 
Well-known authors Vernon Bartlett and J. B. Priestley exhorted American listeners to 
identify with Britain and the British cause. In its opening broadcast, Bartlett declared: 
“I am going to talk to you three times a week from a country that is fi ghting for its life. 
Inevitably I’m going to be called by that terrifying word ‘propagandist.’ But of course 
I’m a propagandist. Passionately I want my ideas—our ideas—of freedom and justice to 
survive” (Rolo 1942: 84). 

 Th is candid appeal marked quite a change in tone and frankness from earlier pro-
gramming. As one contemporary commentator remarked, “Th e intimate and direct 
address of the BBC speakers today is as diff erent from their early tone as acquaintance 
is from marriage” (Graves 1941: 50). Th e marriage that the MOI and BBC had in mind 
was between the everyday, working- and middle-class people of Britain and the United 
States, distracting American attention from Britain’s class system and Empire toward 
common ground and common goals. Rebuttal of the idea that “Britain is a plutocracy 
not worth aiding” (stressed oft en by German propaganda eff orts) was a primary objec-
tive of British counter-propaganda; to which “in opposition, the BBC has placed con-
stant stress on the war eff ort of humble men and women” (Graves 1941: 44). 

 Another early eff ort, created for the NAS but eventually broadcast across the Overseas 
Service, was  Front Line Family,  the BBC’s very fi rst attempt to produce a six-day-a-week 
domestic serial drama along the lines of American daytime soap operas. Previously, 
the BBC under Drama head Val Gielgud had resisted all forms of serial programming, 
believing it to be a lower form of dramatic art that appealed to nondiscriminating 
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listeners and wreaked havoc on production schedules. Now, at the suggestion of Ernest 
Bushnell, who was well aware of the soaps’ enormous success on U.S. networks, a domes-
tic serial drama was commissioned.   19    Designed to tell the story of one middle-class 
British family, the Robinsons, surviving under the stresses of the Blitz, it became so suc-
cessful throughout the Empire that it ran throughout the war and was eventually carried 
over onto the postwar Light Service as  Th e Robinson Family.  Unfortunately, it proved 
less successful in the United States, lost in the glut of serial dramas that cluttered net-
work schedules. 

 In 1942, with the United States now fully behind the war eff ort, the NAS collaborated 
with the major U.S. networks on a series of high-profi le joint ventures that not only 
tested the capacities of the shortwave medium but developed some of the most interest-
ing experimental radio techniques yet attempted. In July 1942, NBC agreed to broadcast 
a series, produced by Lawrence Gilliam of the BBC’s Features department, called  Britain 
to America.  Narrated by Leslie Howard, it employed the dramatized documentary 
format, bringing a distinguished cast of actors to the air relating in character the war-
time experiences of “typical” Britons, scripted from actuality recordings by the BBC’s 
innovative radio documentarian D. G. Bridson and interspersed with music provided 
by the London Symphony Orchestra, specially composed for the occasion (Bridson 
1971: 92–93). Th e eff ect was powerful enough to convince listeners they were hearing 
the real thing. John K. Hutchens of the  New York Times  praised the program as “real,” 
seemingly unaware of its artifi ce:

  Th ey come to the microphone and tell their own stories—dock workers, soldiers, 
housewives, girls who have replaced men in the war factories—and in their very 
understatement is an almost heart-breaking gallantry. A  Commando who took 
part in the raid on St. Nazaire discusses it as if it were an aft ernoon’s boat trip on the 
Th ames. A woman who operates an ambulance plane recalls an 800-mile round 
trip to rescue a wounded seaman as a mere incident which doubtless it was to her. 
(1942)  

 Th is kind of blurring of documentary actuality with dramatized performance, although 
not uncommon, holds a contested place in documentary practice, as well as in propa-
ganda techniques. It became the hallmark of Second World War–era radio during this 
early period. 

 CBS sent its preeminent radio dramatist, Norman Corwin, to England in the sum-
mer of 1942, to make a series of documentaries based on his own observations and 
employing all the poetic license and dramatic technique he had honed in the studios 
of the  Columbia Workshop  (Bannerman 1986) . An American in England  featured an 
American narrator who traveled around the country, meeting British citizens both high 
and low, bringing their wartime experiences to the air through performances based on 
careful recreation of documentary sound. Journalist Edward R. Murrow, an old friend 
of Corwin’s then at the height of his infl uence in England, served as producer and liaison 
with the BBC, who granted the production the world-renowned composer Benjamin 
Britten, leading the Royal Air Force (RAF) orchestra (Blue 2002). It was broadcast by 
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shortwave in the small hours of the morning—4 a.m.—to reach the U.S. East Coast at 
10 p.m., where it aired on the  Columbia Workshop.  Th e series took off  as a success on 
both sides of the Atlantic—unlike most transnational broadcasts, it was also aired for 
British audiences two weeks aft er each transatlantic debut, via recording, running from 
August through September 1942. Shortwave troubles plagued the broadcasts, how-
ever, so CBS proposed extending the series but producing it once Corwin returned to 
New York. Corwin spent several weeks traveling all over Britain making recordings and 
notes, then produced the fi nal four programs back at home; they aired in December and 
are best known now because of the better quality of the recordings. 

 Another ambitious collaboration between CBS and the BBC was  Transatlantic 
Call: People to People,  which debuted in 1943. Th e program alternated between London 
and New  York, week by week, with D.  G. Bridson producing in England and Alan 
Lomax, the well-known folksong collector, hosting in the United States.   20    Its purpose 
was to bring a wide range of British and American citizens to the airwaves—politicians, 
musicians, celebrities, ordinary citizens with a story to tell—in a tightly scripted and 
scored production that showcased each nation’s culture to the other, using the dra-
matized documentary feature format so characteristic of transnational propaganda. 
It ran until 1946, heard throughout Britain and carried on more than 180 stations in 
the United States. Th ese high-profi le programs mark just the top tier of NAS off erings; 
hundreds of news, quiz, and informational programs carried on the task of transatlan-
tic exchange throughout the war and aft erward, into the 1960s. As the United States 
slowly developed its own propaganda apparatus in the tumultuous years between 1941 
and 1943, it would model its programs and its policies on those of the British, working 
closely with the NAS and the MOI. Later, as the main objective of such services became 
less about persuading citizens to join in the war eff ort and more about keeping them 
informed about war developments, emphasis shift ed to a less highly dramatized, more 
factual approach to programming—also refl ecting, as Holly Cowan Shulman notes, “a 
growing discomfort in the United States with propaganda and doubts about its legiti-
macy” (Shulman 1990: 170). If the American public had known about another aspect of 
its emerging radio-based propaganda apparatus—occurring at the same time but kept 
secret for decades aft er the war had ended—those doubts might have been enough to 
scupper the whole operation.  

    Covert Operations: WRUL and British 
Intelligence   

 America’s late entry into international broadcasting, as well as its neglect of the pub-
lic broadcasting sector, combined to lay the groundwork for the murky mix of trans-
national relations and entangled domestic politics that marked the emergence of its 
external broadcasting ventures during the tumultuous years 1941–1943. With no empire 
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to concern itself with, the shortwave frequencies allocated to the United States went not to 
the federal government but to private commercial interests, although on an experimen-
tal, nonprofi t basis: NBC, CBS, General Electric, and Westinghouse, which used them 
primarily to promote their business interests in Latin America (Salwen 1997; Schwoch 
1990). However, in 1935, the same year the BBC established an offi  ce in New York, an 
IBM radio engineer named Walter Lemmon managed to win the one remaining experi-
mental shortwave license and founded station W1XAL, with a vision of building what a 
later writer would call “Boston’s vest-pocket BBC” (Buxton 1999).With funding from the 
Rockefeller Foundation, Lemmon set up the Worldwide Broadcasting Foundation and 
embarked on a mission to extend the cultural objectives of educational radio across the 
United States and even beyond its borders, since no national public or state broadcaster 
fi lled this function in the United States. As  Time  magazine breezily put it in 1938, Lemmon 
“dips into his own pocket to broadcast New England enlightenment to the world.”   21    At 
fi rst W1XAL broadcast only in English, with programs contributed by a consortium of 
New England universities, including Harvard, Tuft s, Amherst, Yale, Columbia, Wellesley, 
Mount Holyoke, and Smith, from a studio located on the Harvard campus.   22    Spreading 
over four shortwave bands, W1XAL’s signals allowed it to reach not only across the United 
States and Canada, and across the Atlantic to Britain and the continent of Europe, but also 
to Central and South America. In 1938, its call letters were changed to WRUL, for World 
Radio University for Listeners; it was also known as “Radio-Boston” (Clements 1943).   23    

 A profound transformation began to take hold in 1940. Only recently has the story of 
British Security Coordination (BSC) emerged.   24    Th e BSC was a secret agency set up in 
1940, by the covert operations side of British Military Intelligence under Canadian oper-
ative William Stephenson specifi cally “to coordinate the activities of British intelligence 
in America” (Ignatius 1989). Although a few high-up American offi  cials were aware of 
and condoned BSC’s covert operations—including President Roosevelt, J. Edgar Hoover 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (reluctantly), and William “Wild Bill” Donovan of 
the Offi  ce of Strategic Services, later to become the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)—
the agency operated entirely under cover, behind the façade of the “British Passport 
Control Offi  ce,” located on fl oors 34 and 35 of the International Building at Rockefeller 
Center (the BBC’s NAS was on the 33rd fl oor). “BSC ran a vast range of covert opera-
tions which, in eff ect, became the foundation of subsequent OSS and CIA operations,” 
according to CIA historian Th omas F. Troy (Ignatius 1989). 

 Station WRUL became one of this secret agency’s chief venues for placing news sto-
ries designed to outrage U.S. public opinion against the Axis forces, as described in the 
report fi nally issued in 1998.   25    BSC money, passed through “cut-out” front organiza-
tions, began to transform the ambitious but small-scale educational station into a highly 
eff ective propaganda outlet, aimed at fi rst primarily at the peoples of North and South 
America to combat Axis propaganda and to incite intervention on the Allied side. Later, 
it expanded its reach into Europe and Asia. As the BSC’s report later described:

  Th rough cut-outs, BSC began to supply [WRUL] with everything it needed to run a 
fi rst-class international programme worthy of its transmitting power and declared 
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policy. BSC subsidized it fi nancially. It recruited foreign news editors, translators 
and announcers to serve on its staff . It furnished it with material for news bulletins, 
with specially prepared scripts for talks and commentaries and with transcribed 
programmes . . . . By the middle of 1941, station WRUL was virtually, though quite 
unconsciously, a subsidiary of BSC, sending out covert British propaganda all over 
the world. (British Security Coordination 1999: 60)  

 Th us, in the report’s own rather gleeful words, “it happened that an American wire-
less station with an unsullied reputation for impartiality was, for many months during 
the most critical period of the war, unknowingly harnessed to the task of broadcast-
ing British propaganda on a scale almost comparable in quantity of output with the 
BBC’s Overseas Service” (British Security Coordination 1999:  62). Help in the area 
of foreign-language broadcasts was supplied by a group founded in the fall of 1940 by 
the British Foreign Offi  ce called the Inter-Allied Information Committee (IAIC), also 
headquartered in Rockefeller Center, comprising of representatives of the smaller Allied 
nations: Czechoslovakia, Poland, France, and the Netherlands. Th e British Press Service 
and the British Library of Information (all, again, housed at Rockefeller Center) would 
provide the main cover. Th ey worked closely with American interventionist groups. 
Soon they would be pulled together into a new organization, the British Information 
Service (BIS), which continued its operations aft er the war and, indeed, continues to 
operate in public diplomacy mode around the world today. 

 By the middle of 1941, however, newly formed offi  ces within the U.S. government 
had begun to channel funds and programs to WRUL as well. Th at year, WRUL founder 
and owner Walter S.  Lemmon was named vice president of the National Defense 
Communications Board, presumably not for his purely educational work (Van Loon 
1941: 23). Th e Rockefeller Foundation had dropped its support of the station in 1940; 
however, Nelson A. Rockefeller, recently named Coordinator of Inter-American Aff airs 
(CIAA) by President Roosevelt, in 1941 required the station to open an offi  ce in the 
Rockefeller Center International building, “to carry out certain broadcasts in which the 
Coordinator was interested”   26    and provided funding for it to do so (Cramer 2009). In 
July, the CIAA signed an agreement with WRUL for more than 700 hours of airtime 
at a cost of $200,000, and opened its own radio production offi  ces in New York under 
the direction of Pat Weaver (later to become president of NBC), largely for programs 
directed at Latin America, but also for programs about Latin American aimed at domes-
tic audiences (Pirsein 1979: 22; Weaver 1994: 132). 

 By the autumn of 1941, with the establishment of William A.  Donovan as the 
Coordinator of Information (COI) under President Roosevelt and the creation of its 
Foreign Information Service (FIS) branch, WRUL gained a third set of clients, compet-
ing with the CIAA and the BSC for time on the air.   27    Aft er Pearl Harbor, these forces 
converged into what would become the VOA.   28    Actor and writer John Houseman was 
engaged to supervise production for the FIS, eventually becoming program director of 
the VOA, despite his status as a foreign national (this would make his tenure brief). In 
November 1942, the State Department offi  cially took over the operation of all U.S. short-
wave stations, then consolidated them under the Offi  ce of War Information. At last, 
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America’s radio propaganda activities were allowed to emerge into the open, where they 
would face intense scrutiny from Congress and the public. 

 However, as Shulman argues, British intelligence continued to assert a strong infl u-
ence not only on radio operations but on U.S. propaganda policy and organization more 
generally throughout the fi rst years of the war. Not only had the British seen the need for 
a coordinated intelligence and propaganda operation in the United States long before the 
Americans did (directed both  at  Americans and  from  the United States to the world), they 
had actively recruited key fi gures like William Donovan to urge the Roosevelt adminis-
tration to move forward. While isolationist forces resisted the build-up of intelligence 
operations, and while rival organizations under Donovan and Rockefeller battled for 
control over radio’s enormous potential on WRUL, the British, both overtly and covertly, 
continued to direct American policy and communication. As Shulman argues, even as 
late as 1942, “in large measure American propaganda policy toward Europe . . . was made 
not by the American State Department, the American military, or the OWI headquarters 
in Washington, but by the British in London working with the Overseas Branch of the 
OWI in New York” (Shulman 1990: 42–43). Out of these tangled roots would grow the 
VOA, the fl agship international broadcasting service of the United States. From its initial 
home in the Offi  ce of War Information, it would eventually become part of the much 
larger, permanent public diplomacy mission carried out through multiple media and by 
various arms of the U.S. government up to the present day.  

    Voice of America—and of 
Everyone Else   

 Radio continues to be a major part of U.S. international outreach. Despite the fact that 
American private commercial media circulate worldwide with perhaps even more of an 
impact than anything produced by the state, the U.S. government has, since 1942, con-
tinued to fund its own media outlets dedicated to furthering U.S. politics abroad. Th e 
establishment and growth of a U.S. state propaganda apparatus has not been uncontro-
versial; many attempts were made to defund the OWI during the course of the war and 
immediately aft er. With the passage of the Smith-Mundt Act in 1948, Congress agreed 
to perpetuate the VOA service, but barred its voice from being heard anywhere over 
domestic soil—government propaganda directed toward its own citizens might have 
passed muster in wartime, but, in the eyes of many, it had no place in times of peace. 
Th e State Department, which had taken over the VOA aft er the war, initiated a second 
service, Radio Free Europe, in 1950, to combat the Soviet infl uence throughout the Cold 
War period. It still broadcasts today, housed in Prague and now directed at the Middle 
East as well. 

 Radio Liberty, also directed to the Soviet sphere of infl uence, debuted in 1953, along 
with the new agency created to coordinate the American public diplomacy presence 
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abroad, the United States Information Agency (USIA). Its stated mission was “to under-
stand, inform and infl uence foreign publics in promotion of the national interest, and to 
broaden the dialogue between Americans and U.S. institutions, and their counterparts 
abroad.”   29    Edward R. Murrow became its director in 1961. Besides radio and television 
broadcasting, the USIA’s activities included fi lm production and distribution, press 
relations, the creation of libraries around the world, book publication and distribu-
tion, and support for educational and international exchange, including the Fulbright 
Scholarship and Fellowship programs. In 1999, the USIA was split up, with radio and 
television shift ing to the jurisdiction of the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG). 
Th e BBG currently operates a panoply of broadcasting services, in fi ft y-nine languages, 
including Radio Free Asia, the Middle Eastern services Alhurra (television) and Al Sawa 
(radio), and Radio and TV Marti, directed toward Cuba. By now, most services are avail-
able not only over the air but via the Internet, making the Smith-Mundt anti–domestic 
distribution provision increasingly meaningless. Th e BBG budget amounted to more 
than $750 million in 2010.   30    

 As the BBG explains on its website, even in this era of proliferating private and 
state media, its services remain valuable in places where the press is highly restricted 
and where dominant global languages are not spoken. In response to the question of 
whether such services provide propaganda, the BBG replies, simply, “No. Th e mis-
sion of the BBG and its broadcasters is to broadcast accurate, balanced, and compre-
hensive news and information to an international audience. Th e mission to promote 
freedom and democracy is achieved through journalistic integrity and through the 
dissemination of factual news and information to an audience that typically does not 
have access to a free press.” Of course, this espousal of objective, true information is 
equally the claim of every other national external service, from the perhaps even more 
pervasive BBC World Service to RT, the Russian television service, to Chinese Radio 
International, to the Voice of Iran. 

 Such truth claims produce their own persistent ironies. One of the more telling 
moments in the complex mix of motives, practices, and institutions of international 
broadcasting in the postwar twentieth century may be the case of Edward R. Murrow. 
Having established his reputation as one of the world’s most highly respected journalists 
during the war years, he was made head of the USIA in 1961. Th e year before, in 1960, he 
and Fred W. Friendly had produced an award-winning television documentary,  Harvest 
of Shame,  a poignant, biting exploration of the lives of migrant agricultural workers in 
the United States. It aired on CBS over the Th anksgiving holidays, shaming Americans 
into a new awareness of poverty in their midst and spurring fair wage legislation in 
states across the country. Yet one of Murrow’s very fi rst tasks as head of the USIA was to 
request the BBC to cancel its planned broadcast of  Harvest of Shame —no matter what 
truth it held, it was now an embarrassment to the image of the United States abroad. 
Even “objective reporting” has ambivalent status, especially when transmitted into the 
homes and everyday lives of citizens around the world. With the advent of radio and its 
successor technologies, such conundrums became an established part of the project of 
nations and of people, around the globe.    
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      Notes   

       1  .  Dorothy Th ompson, “Th e Great War of Words,”  Saturday Evening Post,  December 1, 1934, 
8+. Th ompson was one of the fi rst U.S. journalists to perceive radio’s political power and 
one of the fi rst to speak out vociferously on air against the Nazi regime (which got her fi red 
by NBC in 1938). She headed one section of her article “Th e New Vehicle of Nationalism,” 
the phrase that gives this piece its title.   

       2  .  “Urge Broadcasts as Aid in Defense,”  New York Times,  June 9, 1940, 12.   
       3  .  Spence, p. 354, quoting Leslie Howard in  Britain Speaks,  December 16, 1940.   
       4  .  Th is sort of utopian vision has marked the emergence of most twentieth-century media, 

from fi lm through television to the Internet.   
       5  .  “Th is Word ‘Citizen,’ ”  QST , July 1921, 34.   
       6  .  I attempt to address this absence in  Network Nations  (Hilmes 2011), from which much of 

this research is drawn. See also Scannell with Cardiff  1991.   
       7  .  Th e United States would not do this until 1967, with the Public Broadcasting Act, but both 

the federal and state governments actively supported educational radio and public service 
programming in the 1930s and ’40s.   

       8  .  For a particularly astute analysis of the BBC’s nation-building, see Scannell with Cardiff  
1991. For the invention of tradition, see Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992.   

       9  .  Quoted in Scannell with Cardiff  1991: 10.   
       10  .  A fourth network, Mutual, started up in 1934, as a joint program-sharing operation of four 

independent stations.   
       11  .  For the link between radio policy and progressive thought, see Goodman and Gring 2000.   
       12  .  However, various government agencies had produced programs since radio’s earliest years. 

Th e Department of Agriculture had provided scripts for local production since the 1920s, 
on topics aimed at farmers and rural America. Th e Roosevelt administration took an active 
interest in radio, not only in President Roosevelt’s occasional “Fireside Chats” but through 
its creation of the Federal Radio Education Commission and its various projects that ran 
through the mid- to late 1930s. From 1935 to 1939, the Federal Th eatre Project’s Radio 
division brought a politically charged address to the nation under the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) in the Federal Th eatre on the Air. Th ese are just a few examples of 
government broadcasting before the war; for an extended account see Sayre 1941.   

       13  .  For an extended discussion of the tensions between intellectual thought and the media 
of propaganda, especially its connection to the roots of communications research, see 
Gary 1999.   

       14  .  Th e exception, of course, was the Vatican, which broadcast programs in many languages 
designed to reach faithful listeners, regardless of national affi  liation.   

       15  .  Minutes by Sir Samuel Wilson and P. H. Morris, [c. January 21, 1930], UKNA, CO323/1103/1. 
Minute for Sir E. J. Harding, February 26, 1930, DO35/198/2, British National Archives, 
Kew. Quoted in Potter 2012: 41.   

       16  .  Th is was Felix Greene, cousin of later BBC head Hugh Carleton Greene, as well as novelist 
Graham Greene. He would serve in the post until his pacifi st views led to his resignation 
in 1939.   

       17  .  Semicovert because, although the MOI’s activities were known and encouraged by a small 
handful of U.S. offi  cials, including President Roosevelt, they were kept secret from the 
general public.   

       18  .  Replaced in 1942 by Maurice Gorham.   
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       19  .  For a full discussion of this fascinating episode in BBC history, see Hilmes 2007.   
       20  .  Norman Corwin had been selected originally but fell ill aft er the fi rst few broadcasts and 

was replaced by Lomax.   
       21  .  “Quicker Fox,”  Time,  July 11, 1938. Other shortwave services were operated by the commercial 

radio networks CBS and NBC, mostly as an attempt to develop radio markets in South 
and Central America, although limited by shortwave licensing terms to “non-commercial, 
non-profi t activity” (Rabe 2007: 131–132).   

       22  .  “Worldwide Broadcasting Station,”  Education by Radio  5:15 (November 7, 1935): 1.   
       23  .  See Gisella Cramer (2009) for a discussion of another aspect of WRUL’s operations, its 

Pan-American broadcasting project, funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, which 
enabled it to gain additional shortwave frequencies.   

       24  .  A book-length report of its activities, although rumored for decades, only appeared in 1998 
(British Security Coordination, 1999). Some of the story had appeared in a dramatized 
version,  Th e Quiet Canadian,  in 1962 (Troy, 1962), and was sensationalized by William 
Stevenson’s  A Man Called Intrepid  in 1976 (made into a movie in 1979). Several historians 
have recounted this history, although without benefi t of the report, notably Nicholas Cull 
(1996) and Th omas F. Troy (1962).   

       25  .  Th is was backed up by BSC control of a newswire service, ONA, which “reported” 
infl ammatory news stories to the press, placing them on WRUL attributed to “cut-out” 
organizations for secondary confi rmation.   

       26  .  Letter, Walter S. Lemmon to Hugh A. Robertson, December 31, 1943. RGIII2E, Box 135 F 
1189, Rockefeller Archive.   

       27  .  Th e CIAA and FIS also worked with the other U.S. shortwave stations, owned by CBS, 
NBC, General Electric, and Westinghouse; however, WRUL’s frequencies were generally 
agreed to be superior for transmission.   

       28  .  See Salwen for a thorough discussion of competing industry and government aims leading 
up to this.   

       29  .  From USIA website, http://dosfan.lib.uic.edu/usia/usiahome/oldoview.htm#overview. 
Accessed February 18, 2011.   

       30  .  Broadcasting Board of Governors website, http://www.bbg.gov/about/faq/#q7. Accessed 
February 18, 2011.      
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          chapter 12 

 built on a 
lie :  propaganda, 

pedago gy,  and the 
origins of the 

kuleshov effect    

    john mackay    

              It is normally forgotten that the word “propaganda” derives from the Congregatio de 
propaganda fi de, or the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, a committee 
of cardinals fi rst convened by Pope Gregory XV in 1622 to take charge of foreign mis-
sions, and in existence—now operating under the moniker given it by Pope John Paul 
II, Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples—to this day.   1    Propaganda thus refers 
historically to proselytizing or even education (in a specifi c doctrine, to be sure). Th is 
meaning has been largely lost to us, for whom “propaganda” tends to connote a purely 
(and tendentiously) rhetorical rather than pedagogical practice, even if, in some mod-
ern languages—Argentine Spanish, for instance—the word’s range of reference usefully 
extends beyond specifi cally  political  rhetoric to include commercial advertising.   2    

 Th e social-democratic tradition that informed early Soviet propaganda practice, 
however, sustained a keen awareness of propaganda’s roots in teaching and the slow 
work of conversion, no doubt both due to a familiarity with the Catholic institution and 
because of an association, perhaps not wholly derogatory, of revolutionary teachings 
with “propaganda” that seems to have taken shape aft er 1789.   3    Indeed, the early Soviets 
crucially distinguished the pedagogical labor of propaganda from more spectacular and 
temporally condensed interventions known as  agitation . Th e diff erence between “agit” 
and “prop” has been slighted or ignored in some of the historical literature on “Soviet 
propaganda,” where “agitprop” tends to be seen as a diff use cluster of practices of per-
suasion, political pedagogy, and/or mind control.   4    For the study and especially the close 
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formal analysis of early Soviet media practice, however, it is an indispensable distinc-
tion   5    of which historian Matthew Lenoe provides the best account:

  According to Lenin, propaganda involved extended theoretical explanations of the 
socioeconomic processes that underlay surface phenomena such as unemployment. 
By appealing to audience members’ reason, the propagandist aimed to cultivate in 
them a whole new worldview. Propaganda was a process of education that required a 
relatively sophisticated, informed audience. Agitation, on the other hand, motivated 
the audience to action by appealing to their emotions with short, stark stories. Th e 
agitator did not seek to change his listeners’ worldview, but to mobilize them. Agitation 
was the tool of choice for unsophisticated, even ignorant audiences when quick action 
was required. Defi nitions from the fi rst edition of  Th e Great Soviet Encyclopedia  link 
propaganda with education and agitation with organization/mobilization.   6     

Perhaps the distinction survives for us today primarily in the recoded form of the 
now-familiar opposition between a “cinema of attractions” and narrative cinema, with 
(in Tom Gunning’s words) the “theatrical display” of the former pitted against the “nar-
rative absorption” of the latter. Gunning indicates that he derived the term “attraction” 
from the early writings of Sergei Eisenstein, of course; and the Eisensteinian pedigree 
strongly suggests the rootedness of “attraction,” at least in its Soviet manifestations, in 
social-democratic ideas about the agitation-propaganda distinction—ultimately reworked 
by Eisenstein into the contrast between “attraction” and “intellectual montage”—as much 
as in popular entertainments and fairground displays.   7    At any rate, the diff erence between 
agitation and propaganda was fully and productively operative for activists, constructivist 
designers (like Aleksei Gan), fi lmmakers (like Dziga Vertov), and other “cultural workers” 
engaged in building a new communist society in the 1920s.   8    

 To be sure, the Russian Orthodox Church, which the militantly atheistic Bolsheviks 
hoped to extirpate, had had no “congregatio de propaganda” as such. Yet the Church had 
promoted much “propagation of the faith” in Russia, and the long pre-revolutionary tra-
dition of what would later be called “religious propaganda”—mobilizing printed pub-
lications, imagery, ritual, oral preaching, and much else—would have been familiar to 
Soviet activists.   9    Indeed, they would have taken it as a given that Orthodox faith, far 
from being autochthonous, had been nourished by propaganda, which they would meet 
with counter-propaganda—much as Vertov would counterpoise his own nonfi ctional 
and experimental fi lm practice to the “opiate” of mainstream fi ctional cinema as well. 
One of Vertov’s proposed but never-used intertitles for his  One Sixth of the World  (1926), 
written in Futurist-agitational poetic style, makes the association clear:

   Here is 
 A machine 
 Th e long-range weapon of the bourgeoisie 
 Bourgeois agitprop 
 Capital educates at a distance 
 Together with God’s word 
 Together with the Bible and beads 
 Moves the fi lmstrip   10       
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 Yet, as much recent historical work has stressed, Marxist and non-Marxist socialists also 
borrowed, with varying degrees of self-consciousness, from the Christian imagination, 
especially its demand for justice, its yearning for transcendence of the present, and its 
capacity to off er a “totalizing” vision of the universe that would link individuals, society, 
nature, and the divine in a single unity.   11    Aleksandr Bogdanov, the great theorist of “pro-
letarian culture,” argued that religious art provided a model for a “socially organizing” 
cultural practice—one that “united the faithful together with one another and with the 
divine . . . as a kind of social bond,” through temples, statues, texts and so on—in con-
trast to bourgeois aesthetics with its fetishes, born of individualistic ideology, of  l’art 
pour l’art .   12    Indeed, as we will see, the early Soviet insistence on the “socially organiz-
ing” capacity of the new mass art of cinema can be regarded as a secular adaptation of 
the strategies of religious propaganda. (Of course, the interest of Soviet artists in what 
appears on the surface to be an “enemy” cultural practice—here one thinks particu-
larly, again, of Eisenstein, but also of critics like Nikolai Punin and artists like Kazimir 
Malevich—might have been grounded in more traditional motives of artistic ambition 
as well, avant-garde denunciations of the category of “art” notwithstanding. Aft er all, 
religious art had been produced by such esteemed fi gures as Andrei Rublev, Raphael, 
and Michelangelo; and surely their example, for artists in the Soviet 1920s, gave confi -
dence to those who hoped, at least privately, that the propaganda art necessary at pres-
ent could also be a great art.)   13    

 It is evident that propaganda as pedagogy, whether religious or secular, involves both 
the articulation of truth claims—the demonstration of the rightness of one’s position, 
and the falsity of the opponent’s—and the more strictly rhetorical or performative ges-
ture of consolidating or “organizing” a group around those claims.   14    To be sure, the epis-
temological imperative is hard to separate from the rhetorical one: truth claims need 
to convince if they are to be recognized  as  truth claims, even as we can always question 
whether rhetorical “organization” of a collective—arguably propaganda’s true  telos —
has  really  occurred. In what follows, and on the basis of a single early Soviet example, 
I hope to demonstrate something about how epistemology and rhetoric confound one 
another even (or especially) in the most “modern” and self-aware forms of propaganda. 
Specifi cally, the need to demonstrate that the propaganda lesson has been and will be 
successful, or has moved and will move a group of minds from one set of convictions 
to another, leads to the adoption of rhetorical strategies that replicate the very falsity—
here, the falsity of theatrical guise, of visual deception—that the propaganda denounces. 

 We will observe this paradoxical dynamic playing itself out in a little-known propa-
ganda subgenre that thematizes the powers of cinema—which, for many Soviet activ-
ists, was the “new” representational practice par excellence—more or less directly. I have 
in mind the small group of “exposure-of-saints’-relics” fi lms that were made during the 
Civil War period (1918–1921), depicting how the remains of saints —which were not 
subject to decay, according to Orthodox lore   15    —were forcibly removed from the arks 
containing them and exposed, as fully decayed, to surrounding spectators and to the 
movie camera. At least sixty-fi ve such exposures occurred between October 23, 1918,  
and December 1, 1920, and at least three of them were fi lmed.   16    
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 One of the most broadly displayed “exposure” fi lms, on the legendary agitational 
trains and elsewhere, was the earliest,  Exposure of the Relics of Tikhon of Zadonsk  (fi lmed 
by Petr Novitskij on January 28, 1919),   17    much of which consists of one shot depicting the 
chairman of the Zadonsk Cheka (political police), watched by (according to an interti-
tle) “members of the Cheka, the [local] Executive Committee, doctors . . . Archimandrite 
Aleksandr, Father Innokentij, the brotherhood of monks, parishioners and Red Army 
soldiers of Zadonsk,” as he unwraps Tikhon’s remains and demonstrates the fi ndings to 
those assembled and to the camera. Th e discoveries are recounted in a series of inter-
titles that preserve a dispassionate tone:

  Let us go on to expose what was beneath the clothing. . . Th e bones of the chest cavity 
and backbone had been replaced by an iron carcass, beneath which, in a pile of 
wadding and rags, they found a handful of decayed bones. 

 In the wadding were discovered fragments of shinbone which had disintegrated into 
powder. 

 Th rough what was no more than an opening cut into a glove, devotees had been 
kissing [wadding] wrapped in fl esh-colored cardboard.  

 Th e version I  have seen concludes with an ironic citation from the Holy Synod’s 
 Anniversary Collection on Tikhon of Zadonsk :

  Th e body of St. Tikhon, notwithstanding its 78-year stay in the ground, was preserved 
without decaying thanks to the benefaction of God.  

 and adds that this quote appeared in the  Collection ’s twentieth edition, “published by the 
Most Holy Synod in 1911 . . . on page 27,” thus contributing to the “scientifi c” demeanor 
of the entire presentation.   18    

 Th e fi lm incorporates a couple of shots of crowds gathered in the monastery square, 
presumably during or in anticipation of the exposure. Th ey are fi lmed with backs 
turned to the camera, imparting a sense of the intensity with which those witnesses 
were awaiting the results of the procedure. A penultimate image of a skull, with eye, 
nose, and mouth cavities stuff ed with cotton wadding, is matched by a fi nal image of 
a largely expressionless crowd, apparently “reacting” in some hard-to-read way to the 
exposure. In fact, “general,” uninvited audiences were almost certainly not present 
at the exposure, though they did fi le past the unsealed remains, usually kept inside a 
church or chapel, in the days following. It is diffi  cult not to take these images of audi-
ence as fi gures for those watching and responding to the  Tikhon of Zadonsk  fi lm itself, 
and specifi cally to the way that moving photography corroborates, preserves, and 
propagates the exposure’s anti-theatrical lesson, off ered in accord with propaganda’s 
pedagogical, even scientifi c mission: what were thought to be timeless remains are 
revealed by cinema to be but clothed wadding, carapace, and “fl esh-colored card-
board” on top of bones.      
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  Th e Exposure of the Relics of Sergius of Radonezh —in whose production both Dziga 
Vertov and Lev Kuleshov were controversially involved, as we will see in a moment—
presents an unsealing carried out on April 11, 1919, at the Trinity-Sergius Lavra, the most 

 
   figure  12.1     Exposure of the relics of Tikhon of Zadonsk. RGAKFD (Russian State Archive 
of Film and Photo Documents in Krasnogorsk, Russia) 416.    

 
   figure  12.2     Exposure of the relics of Tikhon of Zadonsk. RGAKFD 416.    
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famous of all Russian Orthodox monasteries, and adopts a more tendentious manner 
from the outset. Aft er providing a view of the town of Sergiev (later Zagorsk, today Sergiev 
Posad)—“built on a lie,” an intertitle informs us—and of stock footage of a religious proces-
sion, the fi lm depicts a huge crowd outside the Trinity Cathedral, waiting to see the results 
of the exposure. Aft er members of the local Executive Committee and other representa-
tives arrive, Archimandrite Ioann is shown, fi lmed from the top or head-end of the coffi  n, 
meticulously unwrapping the body of the saint, until “Doctor Popov” steps in to examine 
the entirely unsealed remains. Th e fi lm concludes more polemically than does  Tikhon :

  Swindling the wretched, poor and ignorant people out of their last hard-earned 
cent, for fi ve hundred year the priests and monks nasally intoned: “And here as the 
sun rose, your good remains were found to be imperishable . . .”—above this heap of 
decayed rags, dirt, dead moths and traces of bone.  

 Th roughout the brief fi lm, shots of the exposure are intercut with images of the crowd 
outside the church—again, presumably “looking on” but in fact not actually observing 
the procedure.   19    Th e fi lm’s image track culminates with a view of Sergius’s exposed skull, 
followed by a “reaction shot” of the crowd of mostly female faces, gazing in uniformly 
frontal if oddly varied directions and a fi nal image of the “decayed rags . . . traces of bone” 
and so on referred to in the intertitle.      

 Th e fi lms and photographs of the exposures were shown widely and free of charge in 
cities and towns in Central Russia, and (on the agit-trains) beyond as well, especially 
from 1919 to 1921. Th e  Sergius  fi lm was readied in time for an Easter week screening 
in Moscow in 1919, as requested by Lenin, and “souvenir postcards with pictures of the 
exhumed saint” were sold in theater lobbies.   20    

 Fundamentally, of course, these fi lms are displays of power—specifi cally, of the capac-
ity and willingness of the regime to carry out the desecrations, and of cinema’s ability to 
capture and disseminate “truth”—and of powerlessness, insofar as the theatrics of reli-
gion prove incapable of preserving anything.   21    It is worth recalling, in this connection, 
the popular atheistic pamphlet published right around this time (1920) by the famous 
Marxist political theorist Mikhail Rejsner—entitled  Must We Believe in God? —and its 
optimistic arguments about fi lm as both a cancellation and fulfi llment of religion:

  If one compares what we achieve today with the help of science and technology with 
the miracles [wrought by] some old gods or other, then it turns out that we have 
long since surpassed all these creators and makers and their powers. Th e briefest 
overview of our achievements will provide suffi  cient proof to show who is stronger 
now, the new human being, or the old God. . . . And if it’s necessary, to prove the 
power of humanity, to call up the dead from their graves—to make them speak and 
to display them to our sight as though alive—then that, too, has been achieved. On 
the gramophone record, human speech is recorded for an eternity. A refl ection of 
our lives is laid upon cinematic fi lm. And it is only a matter of placing the images of 
those long silent and forgotten into an electrical machine, and they will rise before 
us as though alive, speaking to us again in their authentic voice and language. It’s not 
necessary now to turn to the prophetess or the sorcerer; there’s no need to pray to 
God. We ourselves resurrect the dead for our eyes and ears.   22     
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figure  12.3     Exposure of the Relics of Sergius of Radonezh  (1919). RGAKFD 423.   

 
   figure  12.4     Exposure of the Relics of Sergius of Radonezh  (1919). RGAKFD 423.   
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 Rejsner’s rhetoric was not unique, to be sure:  a project for setting up an agitational 
steamboat in the Volga region in 1921 underscored the need to maintain a photographic 
lab on the boat in order to demonstrate “the miracle of photography” in a struggle 
against those “other miracles” that commanded the faith of people in “the most back-
wards areas.” Photos, the project suggested, would show peasants the ability of image 
technology to capture large swathes of the past, including images of the village, of vil-
lage families, speeches by orators, and the boat’s own journeys.   23    Technology, now in the 
hands of a “dictatorship of the proletariat,” would satisfy popular religious longings for 
redemption better than religion itself, through its power at once to reveal truth, preserve 
the past, and bring spectators together. 

 At the same time, the great eff ort taken to arrange, carry out, and fi lm the unseal-
ings, at considerable expense and during a time of war, suggests that  anxiety  about 
the power of religious-theatrical deception also motivated the exposure wave: would 
these disguises, which had retained their hold over the popular imagination for so 
long, not continue to do so? Th e test, of course, would be the actual response of audi-
ences to the exposures; but how was that to be measured, and (still more impor-
tantly for us) registered silently on fi lm? Not surprisingly, perhaps, the exposures 
seem to have generated ambiguous eff ects, beyond the violent unrest that accom-
panied many of the actual procedures (at Trinity-Sergius, for example).   24    Sources 
indicate responses ranging from “instantaneous conversion” to atheism to a “reli-
gious upsurge,” although the absence of disinterested reportage on the events makes 
evaluation almost impossible.   25    Cinema’s value as a token of humankind’s superior 
“strength,” to use Rejsner’s vocabulary, nevertheless needed to be underwritten 
by spectators: thus, the careful suturing together in the  Sergius  fi lm of evidence of 
the saint’s bodily decay with the crowd’s response of . . . dismay? Sadness? Shock? 
Perplexity? Fear? (Even boredom?) Of course, that penultimate image of the crowd is 
no document of immediate “response” to the sight of the relics in any case, but rather 
a constructed “reaction shot” taken from material fi lmed that day and incorporated 
into a rhetorical structure: indeed, the image might well register response to the cam-
era, rather than to the exposure. 

 At this point, it becomes genuinely interesting to recall that both Vertov and Kuleshov 
claimed to have made the  Sergius  fi lm. Clearly, both were involved in some way with its 
making, although the exact proportions of their respective contributions will probably 
never be known.   26    It was around this time (probably in 1920–1921) that Kuleshov con-
ducted his famous experiments with associative montage—which demonstrated how a 
single, emotionally neutral shot of the face of actor Ivan Mozzhukhin was interpreted by 
spectators as expressing grief, sexual desire, or hunger when juxtaposed with (respec-
tively) a shot of a corpse, a woman, or a bowl of soup—and it is hard to avoid reading 
the intercutting of that crowd at Trinity-Sergius with the relics as another, unsung (but 
perhaps the earliest?) instance of the “Kuleshov Eff ect,” regardless of whether Kuleshov 
or Vertov was responsible for it.   27    Not a single face, but a multitude of faces, whose juxta-
position with the relics seems to fuse their expressions into a single, exemplary attitude 
of stunned disappointment: or does it?      
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 Why was the shot of the crowd included in any case? To begin with, it affi  rms quite 
simply that the exposed relics were  seen,  then and there (or then and thereabouts). 
Exposure for the “camera eye” alone would be insuffi  cient, insofar as the real event 
sought out—or staged—by the authorities was not mere unwrapping of dust and rags, 
but an analogous reduction of religious belief to dust and rags, predicated on the notion 
that the sight of the saint’s intact body had been the material support for that belief. 
Indeed, the event of  exposure  would not be complete, as the referent of the fi lm, without 
an audience’s regard, even a “constructed” one. 

 If we go on to assume that the fi lm audience, or at least part of it, was perfectly aware 
of the construction—given that the exposure itself is clearly fi lmed in the dark inte-
rior of a church, while the crowd is seen outside in the Lavra’s square—an intriguing 
identifi cation eff ect may have been created here by confronting the fi lm audience with 
another audience, also temporally (though not geographically) out of sync with the 
actual exposure, but positioned as “responding” to it within the rhetoric of the fi lm. (If 
we postulate that the audience in the fi lm was  anticipating  the exposure, then it appears 
that Kuleshov-Vertov are generating a peculiar kind of Hitchcockian suspense-eff ect as 
well: the onscreen crowd, fi lmed in the (then) recent past, would be “reacting” to a sight 
that they  will  see but which we have  already  seen in the fi lm.) Th ough physically located 
in Sergiev, and thus tied “indexically” to the day’s events, that onscreen audience is also a 
displaced—that is, cinematic—observer of the exposure. 

 What this means, additionally, is that both audiences, onscreen and off , are linked 
by virtue of seeing—entirely fi guratively in one case, less so in the other—through the 
implacable, “objective” gaze of the movie camera.   28    It is far from clear that this can be 
called an  identifi cation  with the camera. Th e results of the camera’s gaze are presented 

 

=      Sadness

=      hunger

=      lust

+

+

+

   figure  12.5    Illustration (not from the 1920s) of the Kuleshov Eff ect. http://purseandpulse.
blogspot.com/2011/01/kuleshov-eff ect.html.   
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confrontationally, as a challenge, as though human powers of sight had suddenly and 
jarringly been supplanted by other, greater ones that made those earlier powers seem 
like blindness. Importantly, the audience depicted in the fi lm is primarily made up 
of women—that is, one of the groups most susceptible to the blandishments of mere 
image, according to age-old iconoclastic prejudice, and whose vision, therefore, is least 
trustworthy.   29    Th at this audience literally confronts the camera rather than the relics can 
stand as another fi gure, not for revelation, but for revelation of the power to reveal. 

 None of this makes any diff erence unless the audience’s “response” is the correct one, 
of course; and we might well feel reluctant to read a response out of that crowd of faces, 
although we are certainly prompted (or being trained!) to do so associatively, in order 
to formulate and affi  rm our own response. It would seem (though it is not certain) that 
the crowd is gazing intently, even curiously, and most of the faces bear an expression we 
might call “anxious concentration.” We might have trouble getting more precise than 
that, or extracting any sense of their positive or negative evaluation of what is/has been/
will be seen. Th e task of the Kuleshov Eff ect is to narrow those interpretive choices, 
by taking inchoate, latent features of the image and activating them in specifi c ways 
through carefully chosen juxtapositions: thus, “anxious concentration” on  these  (local 
women’s) faces is to be read as  causally  (and not merely rhetorically) linked to what they 
now can see—or rather, to what the fi lm audience has seen—and as part of a longer 
causal chain of observation and reaction that would lead, according to the propagan-
dists organizing the exposures, to skepticism.   30    

 Applying the skeptical lesson in reverse, we might be tempted to say that 
Kuleshov-Vertov are  staging  a response, through the as-yet-to-be-named “Eff ect,” in 
much the same way that the clerics staged Sergius’s bodily persistence: one falsifying 
“montage” replaces another. And I believe that they are indeed doing this, guided by the 
assumption that (1) audiences like the one depicted in  Sergius  are deeply bound by reli-
gious particularity (i.e., superstition) and (2) that the representational powers of cin-
ema have the capacity of undoing that inertia even (or perhaps especially) in “simple” 
spectators like these ones. Th ey are, in other words, staging their own desire,  what they 
want cinema to be able to do to people they assume to be a certain way . Th e paradoxical 
character of the strategy is evident: we spectators of  Sergius  come to “know” that those 
other, model spectators have learned to mistrust appearances, even or especially when 
sanctioned by sacred authority; yet this is a knowledge produced by visual trickery. 

 However, it is crucial to recall that the Kuleshov Eff ect, vulgar exegeses of it notwith-
standing, in no way posits a human cognition that mechanically links A to B to C to pro-
duce the required interpretation, as though tied to a leash. On the contrary, it presupposes 
a spectator  actively seeking true meaning  within texts that are held, at least provisionally, 
to be coherent. (No meaning in Mozzhukhin’s face would be sought at all, if spectators 
were not concerned to discover it using the clues provided within that array of visual 
signs to which the “face” belongs.) Because the crowd’s expression(s) remain(s) unread-
able, I would argue that it is with an impression of that  activity,  rather than  any  articulated 
expression, that we are left  with when looking at those faces in  Sergius . Indeed, the  capacity  
to perceive is thematized—for us, if not for Kuleshov-Vertov—at least as much through an 
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exposure of the  limits  of cinema’s ability to discern and affi  x meaning, as it is demonstrated 
through any confi dent fi lmic presentation of “objective evidence,” or by artfully linking 
and articulating disparate images. Th e crowd is  looking,  like the audience watching  Sergius,  
like the camera and cameraman; and all of these looks remain heterogeneous powers, even 
as they seek to assign a meaning and identity to the looks that surround them.   31    

 Th us a fundamental tension within early Soviet ideas about  perception  is exposed as 
well: between perception as (on the one hand) thoroughly shaped and limited by histor-
ically determined and determining conditions of class, gender, confession, and ethnos, 
as codifi ed in the representational schemata of state propagandists; and perception as 
(on the other hand) human subjects’ own energies and powers of discernment, powers 
augmentable via technology, and necessary if those subjects were ever to be capable of 
“building socialism.” Th is tension fi nds expression over and over again in the cultural 
production of the period, but perhaps nowhere more clearly than in Vertov’s fi lms and 
writings. We can think of all of his counterpoising of “revelatory” non-acted cinema to 
the role-driven artifi ce of theatre, fi ction fi lm, and even the “theatricalization” of every-
day bourgeois life; his plentiful demonstrations of the capacity of editing to direct inter-
pretation; and (in  Man with a Movie Camera  above all) those meticulous unsealings of 
the ultimate fetish objects, cinematic images themselves.      

 Just as importantly, he will incorporate countless fi gurations of individual and col-
lective spectators, as they perceive through the mediation of cameras and projectors, 
recording and playback devices, newspapers, photographs, or naked eyes and ears. (It 
may seem strange to designate “naked eyes and ears” as instruments of  mediated  per-
ception, but Vertovian logic doubtless leads to that designation:  in the wake of the 
emergence of technological media, and especially aft er cinema, no perception can 
be understood as unmediated. Corneas and cochleas themselves are “machines” of 

 
   figure  12.6    Frames from  Man with a Movie Camera  (1929). Yale University Film Study 
Center Collection.   
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perception—inadequate ones, as it turns out!) In his fi lms, spectators and fi lmmakers 
alike are epistemologists—driven, that is, to seek out true meaning with their organs 
and machinery of perception—even as their capacity to know is conditioned through 
and through by whatever has “socially organized” them: the rhetorics of belief, of ideol-
ogy, of technology itself. 

 But what, fi nally, of the specifi c juxtaposition of cinema with religion—or rather, of 
fi lm viewing with religious adoration—in the exposure fi lms? Mikhail Rejsner claimed 
that cinema was capable of resurrection; and although Vertov famously spoke of fi lm as 
an instrument to be put at the disposal of a demystifying “consciousness,” he also attrib-
uted to it a creative power that might be called demiurgic:

  Stupefaction and suggestion—the art-drama’s basic means of infl uence—relate 
to that of a religion and enable it for a time to maintain a [person] in an excited 
unconscious state. 
 [. . . .] 
 Only consciousness can fi ght the sway of magic in all its forms. 
 [. . . .] 
 I am kino-eye. I create a [person] more perfect than Adam . . .    32     

 Seven years aft er the  Sergius  fi lm, the witty Aleksandr Kurs would note of Vertov’s pet 
symbol,

   Kino-Eye  is a little terrifying, and for some reason it reminds you of either a Masonic 
or a theosophical symbol.   33     

 Surely, the exposure fi lms propose a new authority, and new authoritative images, to 
replace the old, though whether the authority (fi lm plus communism) and those images 
are themselves “religious” in some sense depends on what meaning attaches to that 
adjective. Th at the authority seems to derive from human praxis rather than anything 
beyond it—“ We ourselves  resurrect the dead  for our eyes and ears ”—might seem a dis-
tinguishing feature, although a full accounting would have to consider Vertov’s later 
Lenin iconographies, to be sure. We might suggest, again preemptively, that Vertov will 
create not a religion, but a  myth  of cinema, but now in philosopher Hans Blumenberg’s 
sense: a device for managing, and even incorporating all those oft en brutally recalcitrant 
diff erences—of geography, of culture, of language, of class, and so on—into a single rep-
resentational frame that will articulate them all (“a visual bond between the workers of 
the whole world”).   34    

 In the meantime, the tropes of religion—transcendence and sacrifi ce above all—will 
enter Vertov’s discourse as they did that of early Soviet culture as a whole, partially as a 
reaction to that hurling together of disaster with revolutionary triumph that character-
ized the period.   35    I conclude with this cryptic verse dated October 1, 1921, written by 
Vertov in the midst of the devastating famine that had begun in the spring of that year, 
would ultimately take fi ve million lives, and on which Vertov would report in his fi rst 
 Kino-Pravda  experimental newsreel about nine months later:
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   To whistle. 
 A death-newsreel. 
 Wan 
 With leaves. 
 A two-step of events. 
 Funerals of centuries, 
 Primers with yats,   36     
 Tsarist civil servants with whips, 
 Archbishops with crosses, 
 Alleluia in an eight-voiced canon 
 And through 
 Intestinal worms of German measles 
 . . . . 
 and through 
 the dim honeycombs of sadness 
 Christ the mechanic gazes 
 Intently, 
 With an electric eyelid. 
 “Enter!”       

      Notes   

       1  .  See the entry on “propaganda” in the  Oxford English Dictionary  ( OED ). John Paul II 
renamed the Congregation in 1982.   

       2  .  Intriguingly, some important early advertising theory identifi ed “pedagogy” as one of the 
powers of advertising, insofar as it taught consumers something about the commodities 
being peddled, including details about how they were produced; see, for instance,  Dr. Ch. 
[  Christoph  ] v.  Hartungen [Dr.    C.   Herting  ],   Psychologie der Reklame   ( Stuttgart :   C.E. 
Poeschel ,  1921 ),  195  .   

       3  .  Th e  OED  cites a 1790 letter from one J.  MacPherson (contained in King George III’s 
correspondence), where MacPherson warns that “all Kings have . . . a new race of Pretenders 
to contend with, the disciples of the propaganda at Paris or, as they call themselves, Les 
Ambassadeurs de genre humain.” An 1842 issue of John Goodwyn Barmby’s  Communist 
Chronicle & Communitarian Apostle  tells of a “propaganda fund” to be “devoted to the 
propagation of the doctrines of communism” (also  OED ).   

       4  .  See, for instance,    Peter   Kenez  ,   Th e Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet Methods of Mass 
Mobilization, 1917–1929   ( Cambridge :   Cambridge University Press ,  1985 ),  7–8  ;    Richard  
 Taylor  ,   Th e Politics of the Soviet Cinema 1917–1929   ( Cambridge :   Cambridge University 
Press ,  1979 ),  28  . Th is is not to say that the distinction between the terms was always 
rigorously maintained, of course, but only that there  was  a distinction to be maintained.   

       5  .  As I have tried to show elsewhere: see    John   MacKay  ,  “Vertov and the Line: Art, Socialization, 
Collaboration,”  in   Angela Dalle   Vacche  , ed.,   Film, Art, New Media: Museum without Walls?   
( London :  Palgrave Macmillan ,  2012 ),  81–96  ; and    Dziga Vertov: Life and Work   (forthcoming 
from  Indiana University Press ) .   

       6  .           Matthew   Lenoe  ,   Closer to the Masses:  Stalinist Culture, Social Revolution, and Soviet 
Newspapers   ( Cambridge :  Harvard University Press ,  2004 ),  28  . To be sure, the Leninist 
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formulation was preceded and anticipated by those of other social-democrats like 
Martov, Aksel’rod, and especially Plekhanov:  see    Marxism in Russia:  Key Documents 
1879–1906  , ed.   Neil   Harding  , trans. Richard Taylor ( Cambridge :  Cambridge University 
Press ),  20–21 ,  59–67 ,  103–104 ,  114–116 ,  266–267  . It is worth noting that the phrase 
“agitational-educational” ( agitatsionno-prosvetitel’noe ) was sometimes used in the 1920s 
to describe nonfi ctional, more-or-less politicized instructional fi lms; see letter of April 
25, 1922, from the “Rus’ ” studio to the Presidium of the Moscow Soviet in    V. S.   Listov   
and   E. S.   Khokhlova  , eds.,   Istoriia Otechestvennogo Kino: Dokumenty, Memuary, Pis’ma   
( Moscow :  Materik ,  1996 ),  133  .   

       7  .  Tom Gunning articulated the contrast in a classic essay from 1985:  “[T] he cinema of 
attractions directly solicits spectator attention, inciting visual curiosity, and supply pleasure 
through an exciting spectacle. . . . Th eatrical display dominates over narrative absorption, 
emphasizing the direct stimulation of shock or surprise at the expense of unfolding a story 
or creating a diegetic universe” (  “Th e Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectator 
and the Avant-Garde,”  in   Th omas   Elsaesser  , ed.,   Early Cinema: Space, Frame, Narrative   
( London :   British Film Institute ,  1990 ),  56–62 ; here  58–59  . I  discuss the relationship 
between “attraction-intellectual montage” and “agitation-propaganda” at greater length in 
 Dziga Vertov: Life and Work .   

       8  .  A particularly clear working-through of the agitation-propaganda distinction can be 
found in the graphic design of Gan’s famous 1922 book  Constructivism,  which is built 
around the contrast between lapidary, oft en unusually oriented slogans and (on separate 
pages) long passages of illustrative argument and quotation (   Aleksei   Gan  ,   Konstruktivizm   
[ Tver’ :  Vtoraia Gostipografi ia ,  1922 ] ).   

       9  .  A statute in the June 1918 Constitution ambiguously allowed for freedom of “religious 
and anti-religious propaganda.” Taking just the specifi c objects of devotion to be 
discussed later in this paper—the relics of dead saints, which Orthodox lore held to be 
immune from bodily decay—“by the end of the nineteenth century, it was impossible 
to open up a religious journal, a devotional pamphlet, or a diocesan newspaper without 
being exhorted to live like the saints whose uncorrupted relics the Church revered. For 
those believers who had little time for books, the lesson was preached every week from 
the pulpit, as well . . . . Religious writers and pamphleteers . . . used incorruptibility as a 
pedagogical tool to teach the laity the duties and responsibilities expected of them as 
Orthodox Christians” (   Robert H.   Greene  ,   Bodies Like Bright Stars: Saints and Relics in 
Orthodox Russia   [ DeKalb :  Northern Illinois Press ,  2010 ]  27 ,  28  ). Th e reigns of Alexander 
III (1881–1894) and Nicholas II (1894–1917) saw an attempt to “ ‘resacralize’ the monarchy 
by revitalizing the role of Orthodoxy in imperial ceremony and by sponsoring festive 
commemorations of great religious events in the nation’s past and the canonization of 
new Russian saints. Religion also played an enhanced role in state social and educational 
policy as Konstantin Pobedonostsev, infl uential adviser to the tsars and lay director 
of the Holy Synod, aimed to ‘convert the Russian people and Russian society to a 
native, religious form of social thought and action’ through the wide dissemination of 
religious reading matter, by sponsoring a network of parish primary schools, and by 
encouraging the opening of new monasteries, convents and charitable institutions. . . . 
National cults of various saints . . . were modern phenomena, made possible by modern 
transport, mass media, and orchestration by the state church” (   Mark D.   Steinberg   and 
  Heather J.   Coleman  ,  “Introduction: Rethinking Religion in Modern Russian Culture”  in 
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  Steinberg  and  Coleman  , eds.,   Sacred Stories: Religion and Spirituality in Modern Russia   
[ Bloomington :  Indiana University Press ,  2007 ],  1–21 ; here  2–3 ,  11  ).   

       10  .  RGALI (Russian State Archive of Literature and Art) f.  2091, op.  1, d.  12, l.  13. “Th e 
underground Bolshevik press was outspoken in its criticism of the canonization ceremonies 
staged in the last years of the empire, decrying such maneuvers as political stratagems 
meant to defl ect the masses’ attention from the real pressing questions of the day: social 
injustice and inequality” (   Greene  ,   Bodies Like Bright Stars  ,  107  ).   

       11  .  “Non-Marxist socialists, like their counterparts in Western Europe, freely drew upon 
Christian ethics and the symbolism of Christ, at least to strengthen and legitimize their 
arguments among the believing poor, but oft en sincerely . . . . Marxists too found use and 
value in sacred images and ideals” (   Mark D.   Steinberg  ,   Proletarian Imagination:  Self, 
Modernity and the Sacred in Russia, 1910–1925   [ Ithaca , NY:   Cornell University Press , 
 2002 ],  230  ).   

       12  .  Bogdanov, as quoted in    Aleksej   Gan  ,   Konstruktivizm  ,  28–29  . See also    Bogdanov  ,   O 
proletarskoj kul’ture 1904–1924   ( Leningrad and Moscow :  Kniga ,  1924 ), esp.  142–157  . Lenin 
famously sparred with Bogdanov over this importation of religious thinking into Marxism, 
or what Bogdanov called  bogostroitel’stvo  (god-building); see    Lynn   Mally  ,   Culture of 
the Future:  Th e Proletkult Movement in Revolutionary Russia   ( Berkeley:    University of 
California Press ,  1990 ), esp.  4–5  .   

       13  .  On Eisenstein and religious iconography, see (among other works)    Rosamund   Bartlett  , 
 “Th e Circle and the Line: Eisenstein, Florensky, and Russian Orthodoxy,”  in   Al LaValley  
and  Barry P.   Scherr  , eds.,   Eisenstein at 100:  A  Reconsideration   ( New Brunswick, NJ : 
 Rutgers University Press ,  2001 ),  65–76  ;    Eric   Doise  ,  “Unorthodox Iconography: 
Russian Orthodox Icons in  Battleship Potemkin, ”   Film  Criticism     33   :    3   (Spring   2009  ): 
  50–66  ; and    Gabrielle   Murray   ,   “Knowing Icons and Transforming Experience: 
Sergei Eisenstein’s  ¡Que Viva Mexico!  (1932),”   Senses of Cinema    52    (  2009  ) [  http://
sensesofcinema.com/2009/52/knowing-icons-and-transforming-experience-sergei- 
eisensteins-que-viva-mexico-1932/  ].   

       14  .  I am thinking here of Kenneth Burke’s famous argument that rhetoric always involves a 
claim of “consubstantiality”: “You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language 
by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his. 
[. . .] [Y] ou give the ‘signs’ of [. . .] consubstantiality by deference to an audience’s ‘opinions.’ 
For the orator, following Aristotle and Cicero, will seek to display the appropriate 
‘signs’ of character needed to earn the audience’s good will” (   A Rhetoric of Motives   
[ Berkeley :  University of California Press ,  1969 ],  55–56  ).   

       15  .  On the Orthodox deifi cation of the remains of deceased saints—a more complex 
matter than  the Bolsheviks imagined—see    Scott M.   Kenworthy  ,   Th e Heart of Russia: 
Trinity-Sergius, Monasticism, and Society aft er 1825   ( New York :  Oxford University Press , 
 2010 ),  196  .   

       16  .   Exposure of the Relics of Tikhon of Zadonsk  (1919; RGAKFD [Russian State Archive of 
Film and Photo Documents], 416);  Exposure of the Relics of Sergius of Radonezh  (1919; 
RGAKFD 423); and the lost  Exposure of the Relics of Mikhail of Tver’ . (In an undated 
document, probably from the fi rst half of May 1919, Vertov indicates that 93 meters on 
the theme “Exposure of the Relics of Mikhail of Tver’ ” were shot but not used [RGALI 
f. 2091, op. 2, d. 381, l. 9]; they seem to have been released at some later point.) Two others 
were shot in Petrograd outside of this time period ( Exposure of the Relics of Aleksandr 
Nevskij  [1917; RGAKFD 12717] and  Exposure of Relics in the Aleksandr-Nevskij Monastery  

12_Castronovo_CH12.indd   23312_Castronovo_CH12.indd   233 9/30/2013   4:22:44 PM9/30/2013   4:22:44 PM

http://sensesofcinema.com/2009/52/knowing-icons-and-transforming-experience-sergei-eisensteins-que-viva-mexico-1932/
http://sensesofcinema.com/2009/52/knowing-icons-and-transforming-experience-sergei-eisensteins-que-viva-mexico-1932/
http://sensesofcinema.com/2009/52/knowing-icons-and-transforming-experience-sergei-eisensteins-que-viva-mexico-1932/


234   john mackay

[1921; RGAKFD 26]), and a few more were made during the anti-religious campaigns 
of 1929–1930. My historical information on the exposures comes from    Viktor   Listov  , 
  Istoriia smotrit v ob’ektiv   ( Moscow :  Iskusstvo ,  1973 ),  188–199  ;    Listov ,  Rossiia  ,  revoliutsiia, 
kinematograf: k 100-letiiu mirovogo kino  ( Moscow :  Materik ,  1995 ),  105–106  ;    Jennifer Jean  
 Wynot  ,   Keeping the Faith: Russian Orthodox Monasticism in the Soviet Union, 1917–1939   
( College Station :  Texas A&M University Press ,  2004 ),  47  ;    Kenworthy  ,   Th e Heart of Russia   ; 
and especially    Greene  ,   Bodies Like Bright Stars  ,  122–159  .   

       17  .  Greene,  Bodies Like Bright Stars,  153. Th is fi lm was also shown with great success in Budapest 
on June 19, 1919, during the Bela Kun period (   V. I.   Fomin   et al., eds.,   Letopis’ rossijskogo kino 
1863–1929   [ Moscow :  Materik ,  2004 ],  295  ).   

       18  .  Th e fi lm I have seen is somewhat illogically arranged, with material introducing the city of 
Zadonsk and the main protagonists appearing at the fi lm’s midpoint; there is, however, no 
original montage list with which to compare it.   

       19  .  Th e authorities brought in a few clergy and some local peasants (who had not been 
informed of what was about to take place) to witness the actual exposure (   Kenworthy  ,   Th e 
Heart of Russia  ,  315  ).   

       20  .     Greene  ,   Bodies Like Bright Stars  ,  154  . Anti-religious museums continued to display the 
fi lms and photos of the exposures aft er the Civil War had ended.   

       21  .  It should be noted that even some Bolshevik agencies expressed opposition to the exposures. 
Th e Commissariat of Enlightenment’s Department of Museum of Aff airs protested the 
unsealing of Sergius’s remains, complaining that “the impending opening of Saint Sergius’s 
relics caused such anxiety in Sergiev Posad that it was interfering with the work of the 
Commission for the Preservation of the Lavra in restoration and study” (   Kenworthy  ,   Th e 
Heart of Russia  ,  314  ).   

       22  .     M.   Rejsner  ,   Nuzhno li nam verit’ v Boga  , 2nd ed. (fi rst edition 1920) ( Kursk :  Knigoizdatel’skoe 
tovarishchestvo pri Kurskom Gubkome RKP[b] ,  1922 ),  77–79  . Rejsner was a professor 
at the famous Petrograd Psychoneurological Institute, where Vertov studied from 1914 
to 1916.   

       23  .  GARF (State Archive of the Russian Federation) f. 2313, op. 2, d. 130, l. 2.   
       24  .     Wynot  ,   Keeping the Faith  ,  46  . Th e Soviet of People’s Commissariats acknowledged that 

numerous priests and monks were killed by the regime during the exposure wave (ibid., 47).   
       25  .     Greene  ,   Bodies Like Bright Stars  ,  159  ;    Kenworthy  ,   Th e Heart of Russia  ,  318  .   
       26  .  My own conjecture, not an especially confi dent one, is that Vertov was primarily 

involved with the fi lm in a supervisory capacity, with Kuleshov mainly handling the 
shooting and the montage. Vladimir Gardin gave Vertov authority over the shooting in 
Trinity-Sergius on April 10, 1919, assigning Kuleshov and cameramen Eduard Tisse and 
Sergej Petrovich Zabazlaev among others to work with him (   Listov  ,   Istoriia smotrit v 
ob’ektiv  ,  194  ;    Listov  ,  “Molodost’ Mastera,”  in   E.I.   Svilova-Vertova  ,   A.L.   Vinogradova  , and 
  I. Ia.   Vaisfel’d  , eds.,   Dziga Vertov v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov   [ Moscow :  Iskusstvo , 
 1976 ],  92  ). Kuleshov later claimed, however, that several of the assigned cameramen 
feared violence and did not show up, an assertion evidently confi rmed by Gardin in his 
memoirs. In the end, according to Kuleshov, Zabazlaev shot the fi lm under Kuleshov’s 
direction. Kuleshov explicitly denied that Vertov—at that very moment engaged in the 
restoration of  Kino-Nedelia,  the fi rst Soviet newsreel—was involved with the fi lming or 
editing of  Sergius,  although he was also under the false impression that Vertov might 
have incorporated some part of the fi lm into one of his compilation works. In the 
mid-1960s, an independent participant in the exposure, a man with the surname Robin, 
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confi rmed the presence of Kuleshov at the event (   L.V.   Kuleshov  ,   Stat’i .  Materialy  , ed. 
  V. P   Mikhailov   et al. [ Moscow ,  Iskusstvo ,  1970 ],  57–59  ;    E.   Gromov  ,   Lev Vladimirovich 
Kuleshov   [ Moscow :  Iskusstvo ,  1984 ],  68–70  ;    Listov  ,   Istoriia smotrit v ob’ektiv  ,  193–196  ). 
For his part, Vertov indicates in a list of fi lms under production (dating from early May 
1919) that 232 meters of  Sergius  had been printed and were now “being edited” (RGALI 
f. 2091, op. 2, d. 381, l. 9). He mentions  Sergius  on numerous occasions as one of his 
early works (   Dziga   Vertov  ,   Iz naslediia :  stat’i i vystupleniia  , ed.   D.V.   Kruzhkova   and   S.M.  
 Ishevskaia   [ Moscow :  Ejzenshtejn-Tsentr ,  2008 ],  218 ,  242 ,  267 ,  375 ,  421 ,  455 ,  460 ,  463  ), 
though never in detail; interestingly, he does not mention it in his 1947 “Artistic Calling 
Card,” his long, detailed though problematic chronology of his career (in    Th omas   Tode   
and   Barbara   Wurm  , eds.,   Dziga Vertov: Th e Vertov Collection at the Austrian Film Museum   
[ Vienna :  Österreichisches Filmmuseum/SYNEMA ,  2006 ],  81–158  ). Most Russian fi lm 
scholars, including Listov and Kuleshov specialist E. Gromov, have maintained that both 
men were involved in making the fi lm.   

       27  .  For one of the better-known accounts of the experiment, see    Vsevolod   Pudovkin  ,  “Th e 
Naturshchik instead of the Actor”  [1929], in   Vsevolod Pudovkin: Selected Essays  , ed.   Richard  
 Taylor  , trans. Richard Taylor and Evgeni Filippov ( London :  Seagull Books ,  2006 ),  158–162  ; 
here page 160. For important documents on other early versions of the experiment (dating 
to 1921), see    Yuri   Tsivian   et al.,  “Th e Rediscovery of a Kuleshov Experiment: A Dossier,”   Film 
History    8  : 3  ( 1996 ):  357–367  .    Seth   Feldman   speculates on the Vertov-Kuleshov relationship 
and on possible uses of the  “Eff ect”  in   Kino-Nedelia in Th e Evolution of Style in the Early 
Work of Dziga Vertov   ( New York :  Arno Press ,  1977 ),  34–35 ,  44  .   My claim for the Sergius 
fi lm’s priority is a provisional one, of course, and relates exclusively to the early Soviet 
emergence of the “Eff ect” as a named phenomenon. 

       28  .  Th e Russian word for “lens,” borrowed from French, is “ob’ektiv.”   
       29  .  Art historian David Freedberg, discussing the iconoclasm of second- and third-century 

Christian author Tertullian, notes how women and the illiterate are regarded by this 
theology as those most susceptible to idols: “[Th e glory of material images] is worldly, 
and they seduce. Th ey attract, directly, like the cruel spectacles of the arena and the 
common and cheap appeals of the theater. Th eir attractiveness, in short, is like that of 
women—with respect to whom Tertullian naturally proceeds to advise moderation 
and caution. But who are the people who are seduced by the obviousness of colors 
and materiality? Not, of course, those for whom God is the Word, not the intellectuals 
who live in—or aspire to—so spiritual a realm that they do not need the crutch of 
the senses or material sensuality in general. Rather, it is women themselves, and the 
large body of ignorant people—the illiterate above all” (   David   Freedberg  ,   Th e Power of 
Images: Studies in the History and Th eory of Response   [ Chicago :  University of Chicago 
Press ,  1989 ],  398  ).   

       30  .  Kuleshov evidently felt that this was indeed the response elicited by the unsealings: see 
Listov,  Istoriia smotrit v ob’ektiv,  195–196. My reading of the Kuleshov Eff ect is much 
infl uenced by    Naum   Kleiman  ’s superb exegesis, summarized in my essay  “Montage 
under Suspicion:  Bazin’s Russo-Soviet Reception,”  in   Dudley   Andrew   and   Hervé  
 Joubert-Laurencin  , eds.,   Opening Bazin:  Postwar Film Th eory and Its Aft erlife   
( Oxford :  Oxford University Press ,  2011 ),  291–301 ; esp.  296–297  .   

       31  .  Cf.    Jacques   Rancière  ,   Th e Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation  , 
trans. and intro. Kristin Ross ( Stanford :  Stanford University Press ,  1991 ), esp.  45–73  .   

       32  .     Kino-Eye:  Th e Writings of Dziga Vertov  , ed.   Annette   Michelson  , trans. Kevin O’Brien 
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( Berkeley :  University of California Press ,  1984 ),  63 ,  66 ,  17  .   
       33  .     Kurs  ,  “Who Will Make Film Newsreel?”  [1926], in   Yuri   Tsivian  , ed.,   Lines of Resistance: Dziga 

Vertov and the Twenties   ( Pordenone :  Giornate del Cinema Muto ,  2004 ),  257  .   
       34  .   Kino-Eye,  52. For Blumenberg’s conception of myth as a struggle, on the level of 

representation, with the “absolutism of reality,” see his great    Work on Myth  , trans. Robert 
M.  Wallace ( Cambridge :   MIT Press ,  1990 ), esp.  268–269   (on philosophical Idealism 
as myth).   

       35  .  On sacred language in the early Soviet period, see    Steinberg  ,   Proletarian Imagination  , esp. 
 224–281  .   

       36  .  Here, “primers” refers to school textbooks (e.g., primers in poetry, social science); “yat’ ” 
refers to a Russian letter that was replaced by “e” in the fi rst Soviet spelling reform of 1918.          
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          chapter 13 

 propagating 
modernit y:  german 

d o cumentaries  from 
the 1930s:  information, 

instruction,  and 
ind o ctrination      

 thomas   elsaesser          

 Framing German Documentary 
of the 1930s 

   Some years ago, in the course of researching fi lms about urbanism, social policy, and 
mass housing in the 1930s, I had the opportunity to watch in a Stuttgart archive a 
relatively large number of documentaries from the Weimar Republic, as well as from 
the subsequent Nazi period, alongside some of the classics of the international docu-
mentary tradition.   1    Th ese were fi lms all made during roughly the same years, when 
both the political Left  and Right in Europe (and to a lesser extent in America) were 
wooing the working classes by off ering better living conditions, more beautiful cit-
ies, and modern housing. If one adds in the many industrial fi lms, educational and 
promotional shorts, the advertising, public health, and agitational fi lms, as well as 
the so-called cross-section and city fi lms, then a fairly complex, and intriguing pic-
ture emerges about everyday life in this crucial decade between the wars, but also 
about the cinema’s growing role in documenting this quintessential period of urban 
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“modernity” percolating from the elite to the masses. Yet the sampling made clear that 
the term “documentary”—famously defi ned by John Grierson as “the creative treat-
ment of actuality”—falls seriously short of describing either the diversity of styles and 
messages, or the modes of address and reception contexts applicable to this corpus. 
However, the label “propaganda,” which so readily comes to mind when thinking of 
German productions from the 1930s, equally misrepresents the range of topics, as 
well as the contradictions in their presentation. Or, perhaps formulated more tenta-
tively: the side-by-side viewing of productions from countries under diff erent forms 
of government during the 1930s strongly suggests that German nonfi ction fi lmmaking 
at this time should not be treated in (political and ideological) isolation, as it has oft en 
been, on the a priori assumption, that—as proto-fascist or Nazi propaganda—these 
fi lms have to be set apart from other nonfi ction fi lms with a promotional, activist, agi-
tational, or educational agenda. 

 Needless to say, this observation of similarities where there should be clear diff er-
ences, and the resulting blur of basic categories, ideological divides, and period schemes, 
caused a certain discomfort. Th e unease is not only political. It also concerns the lack 
of information about the conditions of production and reception, and the correspond-
ing desire to learn more about the individuals or institutions that had commissioned 
the fi lms, especially from the early and mid-1930s, and to get closer to their actual or 
intended viewer context. Why were they made, where were they shown, and who actu-
ally saw them? 

 True, it is possible to imagine what the makers had going through their minds, if only 
because so many of the fi lms testify to an evident pleasure the highly profi cient craft s-
men and professional directors must have felt when making them. Here was a young 
medium, in the hands of the young, whose ambition, wit, and energy made them at 
times reckless, risk-taking, and opportunist:  an exuberant faith in the medium may 
well have extended to a less defensible faith in (or indiff erence to) the message. In short, 
it seemed that few of the German fi lms I saw were simply propaganda for a political 
party or the (Nazi) state, but almost all were propaganda for the medium of fi lm itself, 
an exciting tool and toy for all kinds of explorations of the world, above and beyond its 
ability to tell stories using expensive stars and sets. One could not call them subversive, 
in the sense of off ering “aesthetic resistance” to the diverse messages they were obliged 
or eager to transport, but their at times cool elegance and matter-of-factness also freed 
them from the hectoring fanaticism of Nazi newsreels or the stridency of both feature 
fi lms and propaganda shorts during the war years. Assuming that the conventional cat-
egories—progressive versus reactionary, propaganda versus public information, for-
mally conservative versus formally avant-garde—do not apply, how then to classify this 
body of work? How to avoid throwing out the baby with the bathwater, when compar-
ing, without preconceived political labels, the Popular Front fi lms in France, the Farm 
Administration fi lms in the United States, the Empire Marketing Board fi lms in the 
United Kingdom, with the (at least until the outbreak of the war) less centralized output 
in Germany?     
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 Propaganda: Notes on a Difficult, but 
Indispensable Category of Modernity 

   Th ese questions and refl ections even precede the notorious diffi  culties one has with the 
term “propaganda” itself. For instance, it is hard to remember a time when the word 
propaganda did not have a negative connotation, almost as hard as it is to remember 
the time when advertising still had a negative one. Yet for much of the time from the 
1920s to the 1960s, the history of documentary fi lm has navigated delicately between 
the Scylla and Charybdis opened up by these fraught terms, and, especially since the 
end of the Second World War, fi lmmakers have strenuously sought to avoid or dis-
avow both. Propaganda “is initially related to the Latin word  propages , ‘a slip, a cut-
ting of a vine’ and refers to the gardener’s practice to disseminate plants by planting 
shoots. Th e term is not pejorative in origin and its political sense dates back to World 
War I.”   2    More commonly accepted defi nitions range from Richard Allan Nelson’s 
“Propaganda is . . . a systematic form of purposeful persuasion that attempts to infl u-
ence the emotions, attitudes, opinions, and actions of specifi ed target audiences for 
ideological, political or commercial purposes through the controlled transmission 
of one-sided messages . . . via mass media channels,” to the one proposed by Garth 
Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell: “Propaganda is the deliberate, systematic attempt to 
shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behaviour to achieve a response 
that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist.”   3    Th ese defi nitions already indi-
cate the need, in the case of the fi lms at issue, to investigate more closely what was the 
“intent,” who was the “propagandist,” and what “response” did the fi lms get? We have 
few answers to these questions, which is another reason to be cautious about calling 
them “propaganda” fi lms. 

 Nonetheless, the continuing importance of shaping perception and manipulating 
opinion has produced an enormous literature on both the term and the history of pro-
paganda, including that of fi lm propaganda, to which this chapter does not pretend to 
contribute. But neither does this chapter propose a comprehensive comparative study 
of nonfi ction fi lm of the 1930s: here, the literature is less abundant, and the subject 
richly deserves a fresh look and a novel approach.   4    Instead, I shall restrict myself to a few 
preliminary remarks on some German examples from the early to mid-1930s, viewed 
against the background of the international situation as sketched above, along with 
some general remarks about the problematic relationship of the nonfi ction fi lm to docu-
mentary, advertising, and propaganda. Th e once urgent need of discussing “propaganda 
and the Th ird Reich” by holding even the fi lms made prior to Goebbels’s propaganda 
machine going into high gear at the start of the Second World War accountable for the 
terrible acts committed by the regime of which they were the products is not one I feel 
qualifi ed undertake. Th is task was conscientiously and comprehensively undertaken 
by an earlier generation—by Erwin Leiser, Jürgen Spiker, Gerd Albrecht, and Hilmar 
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Hoff mann, to name four prominent German fi lm historians   5   —and by English-language 
specialists in Nazi propaganda fi lms, such as Richard Taylor, David Welch, and Eric 
Rentschler, as well as by countless websites dedicated to the topic.   6    

 I come to the issue from the perspective of nonfi ction fi lm and, as indicated, with 
diff erent lacunae in our knowledge of fi lm history in mind, at a point in time when the 
fi lmic legacy of the twentieth century is transforming itself from being an ancillary 
illustration of history and an unreliable witness to the age into the sought-aft er material 
resource of the historical archive. We now perceive the past ever more exclusively (and 
selectively) through the audiovisual record it has left  behind—yet another reason why 
the old categories of fi lm history are no longer quite adequate. Least of all in the area of 
nonfi ction fi lm, where the oft en substantial holdings in a nation’s fi lm archives still await 
even the most preliminary assessment and evaluation, while being ruthlessly plundered 
by television channels determined to give us all of history, all the time, and “as it really 
was,” thanks to the “authentic” record of sound and image. 

 Confronted with a similar problem of terminology and classifi cation, albeit for an 
earlier period, German fi lm historian Martin Loiperdinger once argued that it would 
make sense to call nonfi ction fi lms from the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century 
“propaganda” before deciding on their subcategories and genres.   7    I want to propose a 
similar move, but I invert the terms. I want to argue that all the fi lms from the 1930s usu-
ally classed as propaganda should be permitted to fi rst belong to the genre of  documen-
tary , itself a broad subcategory of nonfi ction fi lm. We need to complicate the traditional 
opposition between the virtuous documentary and its evil brother, propaganda. 

 My reason for doing so is that I tend to see the cinema of the 1930s quite generally—
and the nonfi ction fi lm in particular—as spearheading diff erent aspects of modernity 
across a very broad front. Without entering into yet another terminological minefi eld, 
let me assume that three kinds of modernity are involved in the transitional period 
between Weimar and Nazi cinema:  (1)  the “modernism” of an (international and 
transnationally minded) artistic avant-garde; (2) “modernization” as it aff ected labor 
and work, with Fordist production-line techniques replacing the workshop and craft  
practices (an industrialization process that in the fi lm industry accelerated with the 
introduction of sound); and (3) “modernity” as a particular attitude to life, in Western 
societies usually associated with increased leisure time and new patterns of consump-
tion, including the emergence of “lifestyles” promoted through advertising. 

 What makes these distinctions slippery, but also crucial in the history of German 
cinema, buff eted by the extreme political divides of the country during the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century, is that it is not at all obvious that one can play off  “modernism” 
(in the sense of an artistic avant-garde) against these diff erent forms of “moderniza-
tion” (in technology, industry, and science) and “modernity” (in leisure, fashion, and 
sexual mores). Parts of the fi lmic avant-garde (prominently represented by Walter 
Ruttmann and Leni Riefenstahl, and, as we shall see, others) became entangled with the 
enforced modernization undertaken by the new industrial superpower that was Nazi 
Germany in the mid-1930s, as it geared up to arm itself for another war of conquest, 
while also promising (and delivering) improvements to the standard of living. Once 
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such boundary-blurring overlaps are taken into consideration, a chief line of continu-
ity in the mass medium cinema among the Weimar period, the 1930s, and the postwar 
years (at least in West Germany) connects promotion and information, propaganda and 
advertising, celebration and indoctrination, thanks to the state subsidizing fi lm produc-
tion almost from the beginnings. Th e sophisticated rhetoric and increasing prestige of 
documentary and nonfi ction fi lm became a powerful tool of the modern state, bringing 
these oscillations about, as well as disguising their inherent contradictions. 

 Even though documentary cinema has, since the 1960s and the rise of television, 
branched out to become less of a state apparatus, some of the problems highlighted by 
these swings and overlaps are still with us, especially since we have banished “propa-
ganda” to history: the term now designates merely the obsolete forms of persuasion, 
whereas all the other ways of infl uencing, manipulating, and shaping perception march 
on under the name of advertising:  What would our information society be without 
advertising, where television and virtually all the services provided by the Internet “for 
free” are paid for by advertising? Where politicians cannot get elected without sub-
stantive investments in advertising campaigns? Where public opinion is the epitome 
of opinionated ignorance, and where advertising is justifi ed as the best way of provid-
ing the consumer with informed choice? When mass media and modernization are 
as tightly wedded to consumer culture as they have been in the twentieth century, the 
working hypothesis must be that the lines that run from propaganda to (dis)informa-
tion, and from (dis)information to advertising are not only straight but also quite short. 
Th is dilemma, as well as the challenges it entails, also defi nes the relation of nonfi ction 
fi lm to propaganda.     

  Deutschlandbilder : Images of Germany 

   One of the categories of nonfi ction fi lm that, in the latter half of the century, has taken 
up the challenge—that is, to document and debate this oscillation between informa-
tion and indoctrination, propaganda and persuasion—is the essay-fi lm, which for my 
purposes I shall simply defi ne as a fi lm that discursively deals with the conditions of it 
own possibility: a fi lm that speaks, with the means unique to fi lm, about the dilemmas 
of being a fi lm.   8    Perhaps the earliest and still outstanding example of the genre is Chris 
Marker’s  Letter from Siberia  (1957), a sort of travelogue or cine-diary, made during the 
height of the Cold War, when Marker traveled to China, the Soviet Union, and even 
North Korea. Its most oft en quoted scene is a meta-commentary on the classic docu-
mentary’s most common feature, the off screen commentary:

  Th e same footage of streets, a bus, and workers repairing a road is repeated verbatim 
three times, but each time with a diff erently infl ected voiceover narrative. Th e fi rst is 
in the spirit of Soviet Socialist Realism, all honest happy workers and modernization, 
the second more like a Voice of America broadcast with mention of slaves, sinister 
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looking Asiatics, and primitive labour, while the third is what could be characterised 
as a reasonable description of just what is going on, and why. Which is Marker’s? 
Well of course we all think the third is his, observational, somewhere between 
the not quite objective and idiosyncratically personal. But all three are Marker’s, 
and the third only gets its reasonableness, even what might be called its clarity of 
reasonableness, because it is contextualized as one of three.   9     

Much in the tradition of Marker, Jean-Luc Godard ( Letter to Jane , 1972) and Harun 
Farocki ( Between the Wars , 1978), the Berlin fi lmmaker Hartmut Bitomsky has made 
an essay fi lm on precisely the topic that concerns me here: nonfi ction fi lms from the 
early 1930s and the Nazi period.  Deutschlandbilder  (1983) is a compilation drawn from 
approximately thirty samples, ranging from a fi lm made in 1933,  Uns Geht’s Gut  ( We 
Are Doing Well) , to titles like  Fight against Noise ,  Good Ventilation in the Workplace , and 
 Schönheit der Arbeit (Th e Beauty of Work)  (all 1934), through to  What You Inherit  (1939) 
and  Th e Will To Live  from as late as 1944 (the latter two about eugenics and euthanasia).   10    
Th e extracts are ordered thematically, around the key topics “work,” “leisure,” “sports,” 
“health,” and “technology,” but lift ed from their contexts (i.e., the contemporary audi-
ences and original uses), in order to produce the necessary defamiliarization eff ect in 
and for the present. Using voice-over commentary very sparingly,  Deutschlandbilder  is 
craft ed as a self-representation of the period and the political regime through the images 
it presents of everyday life, of people’s worries at the workplace, values at home, plea-
sures in the open air, and aspirations for their children and the future. In other words, 
Bitomsky’s fi lm deconstructs the Nazi fi lms, testing their self-conscious modernity, 
their “new objectivity” imagery, and their tone of optimism and progressiveness to 
reveal the underlying politics of these apparently apolitical, timeless topics. A repeated 
theme—over the course of the fi lm’s sixty minutes it emerges as an obsession—is clean-
liness, order, quiet beauty, social harmony, and cooperation. Th ese ideals were to be 
implemented under the new regime, thanks to advanced technology and traditional 
self-discipline, aided by social progress, community spirit, and teamwork, all of which, 
of course, are rendered hollow, perfi dious, and cynical in the eyes of today’s spectators, 
by the knowledge we now possess of where this regime was to take these aspirations and 
how it was to abuse them. 

  Deutschlandbilder  certainly treats its source material as instances of propaganda, 
albeit of an oblique and therefore especially troubling kind. Th e fi lm is very beautiful, 
the “found footage” pristine, as the extracts show young bodies of gymnasts or ordinary 
men and women going to work or relaxing in the sun. Th e demonstration of machinery, 
tools, workshops, and factories evokes the gloriously crisp still photography of Albert 
Renger-Patzsch or Karl Blossfeld. Bitomsky—possibly beset by the same questions that 
had bothered me, about the youthful élan, the pleasure of mastering the technology, the 
elegance of the editing—had opened his own fi lm to all the seductiveness still emanat-
ing from these sequences, their freshness and dynamism, the  photogenie  of these faces 
and bodies, the neatness and order of these homes and public spaces. Th e utilitarian 
origins of the fi lms ensure that they do not have either the bombast or the pathos of Leni 
Riefenstahl’s much better-known works, but one can sense the family resemblance; or 
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rather, one realizes, when the credits come on, that some of the same cameramen and 
cinematographers that had worked on  Triumph of the Will  or  Olympia  had also been 
employed on these industrial shorts or campaign fi lms for noise reduction or hygiene 
at the workplace. In the debate between information and indoctrination, Bitomsky 
upped the ante, so to speak, by making the aesthetic qualities of the fi lms their own 
meta-commentaries, presenting the fi lm fragments as Benjaminian “dialectical images” 
(icons of beauty transporting an ideology of purge and purifi cation) and turning these 
images into “pictures of an exhibition” in the art world sense of a catalogue or a  parcours , 
but also in the forensic sense of “exhibits,” as in a case before a court of law. Building a 
 musée imaginaire  of Nazi ideals at once political, juridical, and aesthetic, the fi lmmaker 
de- and recontextualizes this “authentic” material in several pertinent and provoca-
tive discourses. Th is strategy doubly historicizes the images, because they function as a 
valuable key to unlock the mindset of a nefarious regime and serve as reminders of the 
seductive power that still radiates from this commissioned work, leaving it up to us to 
decide whether it is the ideals that still emit the glow or the cinematic packages in which 
they are presented. 

 Sensitive to the austere beauty of this fi lmic legacy, so disturbing when set against 
the historical context,  Deutschlandbilder  does not try to answer the questions that most 
struck me during my viewing sessions: Whom did their makers think they were address-
ing? Th e cinemas’ paying audiences, or the fi lms’ political, reforming, and enthusiastic 
paymasters?     

 Media Networks as Interface and 
Analytical Instance 

   In the case of  Deutschlandbilder , certainly the most trenchant and intelligent audiovisual 
essay so far on this particular corpus of nonfi ction fi lms, Bitomsky’s decision to suspend 
the preexisting categorizations and to opt for deceptively banal ones, was both politi-
cally shrewd and aesthetically productive.   11    As I have suggested, for a more scholarly 
approach, too, the categories “documentary,” “avant-garde,” or “experimental” fi lm may 
not be the most informative or rewarding. Working on the urbanist and housing reform 
material, I  came to the conclusion that much of the nonfi ction fi lmmaking produc-
tion in Germany from the 1920s into the 1930s functioned as part of a  Medienverbund  
( media network ). By  media network  I mean formally or informally linked groupings of 
sometimes competing, sometimes mutually interdependent and complementary media 
practices and media discourses, variously centered on an exhibition practice, a specifi c 
city, a national company or international corporation, a professional association, or a 
party initiative and government institution. For instance, during the Weimar Republic, 
the so-called  Kulturfi lm  constituted not so much a genre or mode of fi lmmaking as a 
complex and divergent media network, emerging out of an exhibition context at a point 
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in time when the programming of short fi lms that preceded the main feature needed to 
be streamlined and institutionalized. Alongside the newsreel, the  Kulturfi lm  established 
itself as a program staple, produced, from the mid-1920s onward, by special in-house 
units of the big studios (notably Ufa), as well as by “outsourced” independents. Th e fi lms 
were sold to the exhibitors as a package, part of a successful eff ort to wrest control from 
the exhibitors and transfer it to the distributors. In this reception context, the fi lms were 
sandwiched between a newsreel and a feature fi lm. Although potentially seen by very 
large audiences, the  Kulturfi lme  were also aff ected (by way of contamination or con-
trast) by what preceded and followed. 

 Such a  Medienverbund  can also be held together by a privileged location, if it provides 
the salient context that infl ects a fi lm’s meaning or purpose. A number of studies using 
my media network concept have examined the fi lm output of specifi c cities: Frankfurt 
in the 1920s, Rotterdam in the 1930s, and the company town of Zlin in the Czech 
Republic.   12    Th e various fi lms made by members of the Bauhaus in Dessau and Weimar 
in the 1920s are also part of the  Medienverbund  established by this famously holis-
tic school, and so were the agitprop initiatives in the Soviet Union aft er the Russian 
Revolution. In the 1930s, the German Propaganda Ministry would be an example of a 
state-controlled  Medienverbund , since Goebbels had clearly studied the principles of the 
earlier (mainly Left -wing) media networks. Besides the Ministry, several offi  cial bod-
ies competed in making these utilitarian fi lms.   13    A closer examination of the reception 
of the pre–Second World War German nonfi ction fi lms would therefore have to pay 
attention to several diff erent media networks, ranging from the  Kulturfi lm  to the fi lms 
made by corporate or semioffi  cial, party-affi  liated or directly state-sponsored organiza-
tions. Besides preceding feature fi lms, they were shown in diff erent venues, from work-
ingmen’s clubs and youth centers to large urban cinemas specializing in educational, 
 ethnographic, and nature fi lms, such as the Urania in Berlin.   14    

 In other words, the political labels Left  and Right are too coarse-grained to evaluate 
this output, whereas the traditional avant-garde argument around media specifi city fails 
to appreciate not just the many uses the fi lms were put to, but also who or what inter-
est group put up the money. Th e idea of the  Medienverbund  off ers a more pragmatic, 
context-dependent perspective, which I tried to complement with the three A’s (or three 
c’s in English) that need to be answered when classifying, but also when interpreting a 
given nonfi ction fi lm: (1) “who was the  Auft raggeber ” (who  c ommissioned the fi lm?), 
(2) “what was the  Anlass ” (the o cc asion for which it was made?), and (3) “who was the 
 Adressat ” (what was the reception  c ontext and to whom was it addressed?). Th ese are 
usually questions avant-garde or documentary fi lmmakers are reluctant to answer, since 
it might compromise their standing as auteurs. Histories of the documentary fi lm have 
oft en been motivated by a desire to write out of their accounts of styles, genres, and 
movements evidence of industrial or commercial sponsorship, institutional or govern-
mental funding, even though these commissions were largely responsible for the bulk of 
documentaries we still celebrate and study today. 

 Networks of artists are, of course, familiar from avant-garde movements such as 
Futurism, Expressionism, Dadaism, and Surrealism. Its members oft en not only had 

13_Castronovo_CH13.indd   24413_Castronovo_CH13.indd   244 9/30/2013   4:23:54 PM9/30/2013   4:23:54 PM



propagating modernity  245

close personal ties with each other (shared schools, shared wars, shared lovers), but, 
in Europe especially, they tended to congregate or converge in nodal cities, notably 
Paris, Zurich, Moscow, Berlin, or Milan. However, especially for industrial or advertis-
ing fi lms, the networks and nodes of the  Medienverbund  must include the creative and 
entrepreneurial energies bundled in company towns such as Eindhoven (headquar-
ters of Philips) and Jena (Zeiss), as well as Essen (Krupp), Wolfsburg (Volkswagen), or 
Turin (Fiat). I already mentioned Zlin (home of Bata Shoes), where a broad spectrum 
of Czech avant-garde artists and fi lmmakers found work in the design and advertising 
departments. Among the commercial/avant-garde directors coming out of Zlin was one 
Alexandr Hackenschmied, who, aft er emigrating to the United States, became, under the 
name Alexander Hammid, more famous as the husband and teacher of Maya Deren.   15    

 Some of the best-known avant-garde directors, such as Walter Ruttmann, Joris Ivens, 
Andor von Barsy, and George Pal, managed—thanks to company or city commissions 
by Philips, Mannesmann, Rotterdam, or Stuttgart—to gain access to technical and 
fi nancial resources that allowed them to develop new fi lm forms, for instance, in the 
fi elds of animation, the combination of live action and trick photography, special eff ects, 
or location shoots. In addition, the increasing use of moving images for recording physi-
cal processes and documenting phenomena in the natural sciences, biology, medicine, 
and zoology brought into existence other networks and nodes, centered on specialist 
units set up in hospitals or laboratories. In the case of advertising fi lms in Germany, 
the Julius Pinschewer fi lm company, active from 1911 to 1956 in Germany, Britain, and 
Switzerland, deserves to be much better known, even among students of avant-garde 
cinema.   16    Once one locates the fi lm and media networks in Europe at the intersection of 
science, entertainment, and education, then fi lmmakers such as Jean Painlevé in France, 
J.  C. Mol in the Netherlands, and, in Germany, Wilfried Basse, Martin Rikli, Hans 
Cürlis, Curt Oertel, Ulrich K. T. Schulz, and Svend Noldan emerge as genuine auteurs, 
part of another avant-garde in their crucial role as technical innovators (e.g., micro-
scope, time-lapse, underwater cinematography), but also as pioneers in extending the 
applications of the cinematic apparatus, even as—in the case of the German fi lmmakers 
just named—they turned a blind eye or a willing hand to the Nazi regime.     

 Biographical Entanglements, 
Authorship, and Propaganda 

    How biographical ties, historical circumstances, individual loyalties, and political reali-
ties can complicate the attribution of ideological labels to a body of work is illustrated 
by two case studies that highlight the intermingling of avant-garde and propaganda, 
advertising and instruction, industrial promotion and artistic experiment, technology 
and politics. Although the entanglements of avant-gardist Walter Ruttmann with com-
missioned fi lms for the Nazi Party and heavy industry in the 1930s and 1940s are well 
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known,   17    the case of Svend Noldan (1893–1978) and Willy Zielke (1902–1989) illustrate 
some of the tensions perhaps even more strikingly.     

 Svend Noldan 

   One of the most gift ed, but also most controversial fi gures of the German nonfi ction 
fi lm is Svend Noldan, whose astonishing and improbable career has only recently been 
highlighted, in part thanks to two documentary features made by his grandson, Oliver 
Lammert, evidently troubled by the many light and shadow sides of his ancestor.   18    
Noldan was a life-long friend of Erwin Piscator, the radical Left -wing theater director 
associated with Bertolt Brecht and the Berlin of the Weimar years, with whom Noldan 
served on the Western Front during the First World War. Trained as a painter, he came 
to fi lm via John Heartfi eld and George Gross, two Dada friends of Noldan and experts in 
photomontage, who passed on to him their job at the Ufa special eff ects unit when they 
left  in 1920, in protest about Ufa management’s Right-wing sympathies. Noldan, who 
at Ufa did special eff ects work for Richter, Eggeling, and Ruttmann, started to make his 
own  Kulturfi lme  in the early 1930s, setting up his own production studio. 

 Noldan is one of the key fi gures of German cinema, whose very biography embodies, 
as Klaus Kreimeier noted, all the peculiarly twisted continuities from the Weimar years 
via Nazism right into the 1950s, considering how Noldan moved from the extreme Left  
to the extreme Right, and, aft er 1945, was able to continue his prewar career without 
missing a beat.   19    As an auteur, Noldan came into his own with a number of compilation 
fi lms, not all of which he directed. But what distinguished them was Noldan’s invention 
of a unique style of animating maps and other graphic information, which he imbued 
with a dynamism, plasticity, movement, and three-dimensional depth never before 
seen on fi lm. Th e compilation fi lms he worked on, from  Th e Great War  (1926/1927) 
through  Th e Polish Campaign  (1940) to  Victory in the West  (1941), transformed the 
maps illustrating the shift ing battlefronts into living, breathing organisms: expanding 
in one direction, contracting in another, fi lled with passion and emotion. Th ey vividly 
conveyed what the sociologist Hans Speier, in 1941, dubbed “magic geography”: “Maps 
are not confi ned to the representation of a given state of aff airs. . . . Th ey may give infor-
mation, but they may also plead. Maps can be symbols of conquest or tokens of revenge, 
instruments for airing grievances or expression of pride.”   20    In fact, without naming 
Noldan, but drawing heavily for his examples on  Victory in the West , Siegfried Kracauer 
elaborated on Speier’s observations in a pamphlet he wrote on Nazi propaganda fi lms 
for the Museum of Modern Art in 1942: “[Th e maps in  Victory in the West ] stress the 
propaganda function of the statements about strategic developments inasmuch as they 
seem to illustrate, through an array of moving arrows and lines, tests on some new sub-
stance. Resembling graphs of physical processes, they show how all known materials are 
broken up, penetrated, pushed back and eaten away by the new one, thus demonstrating 
its absolute superiority in a most striking manner. Since they aff ect all the senses, they 
are bound to terrorize the opposite camp. . . . In addition, these tests are performed on 
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expanses that resemble areas seen from an airplane—an impression produced by the 
camera always panning, rising and diving. Its continual motion works upon the motor 
nerves, deepening in the spectator the conviction of the Nazis’ dynamic power: move-
ment around and above a fi eld implies complete control of that fi eld.”   21    

 Noldan’s fi lm serves Kracauer as a striking example of Nazi propaganda at its most 
insidiously successful. Unknown to Kracauer (and most other historians), however, 
Noldan had made another compilation fi lm in 1930,  Die Stadt von Morgen  ( Th e City 
of Tomorrow ), this time a rousing tribute to urban renewal and planning in the spirit 
of international modernism. It uses exactly the same techniques of animating maps, 
breathing life into statistics and swooping with the camera across the expansion of 
satellite towns, as does  Victory in the West  with advancing tanks and lines of battle. 
But what is war propaganda in 1941 was promotion of “light, air, and sun” (the slo-
gan of Left -wing urban planning) in 1931,   22    and becomes explicit Nazi propaganda in 
 Deutsche Arbeitsstätten  ( German Places of Work , 1940), where the voice-over intones 
the Bauhaus slogan, now as “light, air, cleanliness and purposiveness,” before adding 
“beauty,” over shots of muscular bodies and gymnasts in formation, thus betraying 
modernist functionalism in the very act of repeating its battle-cry. Not surprising then, 
that Noldan readily assisted his friend Fritz Hippler, Head of the Film Department in 
Goebbels Propaganda Ministry, in devising one of the most shameful editing sequences 
of all cinema, the parallel montage of Jews living in crowded basement dwellings and 
rats scurrying into daylight from sewers in  Der Ewige Jude  ( Th e Eternal Jew , 1941), a 
fi lm that, like no other, condensed Nazi anti-Semitism in bogus statistics and pseudo-
scientifi c data. Given this decidedly mixed fi lmography, it must seem like a particu-
larly cruel joke when one learns that Noldan, aft er the war, made instructional fi lms for 
BASF, mostly on the topics of pest control and weed killers, even landing him a Federal 
Film Prize for his 1954 short fi lm  Kleine Laus—ganz gross  ( Little Louse — Big Time )!    23        

 Th e Steel Beast 

   Tragic—or tragic-comic—in a diff erent sense is the case Willy Zielke, an ambitious young 
still photographer and fi lmmaker, noticed in 1935 by Leni Riefenstahl, aft er she had seen 
his fi rst fi lm,  Das Stahltier  ( Th e Steel Beast , 1935), commissioned by the German Railway 
Board. Rumor had it that  Das Stahltier  suff ered at the hands of the censors and was banned 
because it showed communist sympathies, being too close in style to Eisenstein and 
Pudovkin. According to Riefenstahl’s memoirs, however, the real reason was that since 
it was a fi lm commissioned by the Deutsche Reichsbahn to celebrate the centenary of the 
opening of the fi rst passenger railway line, Zielke’s fi lm intensely displeased his clients. 
Th e commission he had received was to document the history of the railway and illustrate 
the development from steam engine to diesel and electrifi cation. According to Riefenstahl

  Zielke turned this diffi  cult material into a thrilling picture. His locomotive looked 
like a living monster. Th e headlights were its eyes, the instruments its brain, the 
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piston its joints, and the oil dripping from the moving pistons looked like blood. 
Th e impression was increased by the revolutionary use of sound-mixes. When the 
railway offi  cials saw the movie, they were so horrifi ed — according to Zielke — that 
they left  the room speechless.   24     

 Th e fi lm was not only censored and buried; the Railway Board wanted all copies 
destroyed. Riefenstahl tried to intercede and arranged for Goebbels to see a print. He 
thought Zielke showed talent but found the fi lm too abstract for the broad public: “it 
could be a Bolshevist fi lm.” “But that’s no reason to have it destroyed,” remarked 
Riefenstahl. “I’m sorry,” Goebbels replied, “the decision is entirely up to the Reichsbahn; 
they paid for the fi lm. I  would not wish to interfere.”   25    More than the copies were 
destroyed. Zielke himself suff ered a nervous breakdown and was committed to a mental 
hospital. By way of consolation, Riefenstahl commissioned Zielke to shoot much of the 
prologue for the  Olympia  fi lm, a pseudo-Greek pageant of naked athletes’ bodies. 

 An essay by Martin Loiperdinger indicates that the case was more complicated, and—
for my argument—has a more interesting moral than Riefenstahl’s account.   26    Regardless 
of Goebbels’s secret admiration for Eisenstein or his respect for the Reichsbahn’s right 
to decide, the problem lay in the tellingly diff erent and mutually incompatible hori-
zons of expectation between the fi lmmaker and his sponsor-client. For, as Riefenstahl 
noted: “the carriages [in Zielke’s fi lm] crashed into one another with such force that the 
audience were thrown out of their seats.”   27    Hans Ertl, a fellow cinematographer also 
present at the screening remarked dryly that “no person in his right mind would ever 
travel by train again aft er experiencing this crushing eff ect in the mingling of tracks, 
wheels, buff ers and steam sirens on the big screen.”   28    Not a good recommendation, in 
other words, for a fi lm meant to celebrate the centenary by advertising the amenities and 
comforts of modern rail travel. 

 Rather than a clash of temperaments due to opposing politics—here the National 
Socialist Reichsbahn, there a crypto-Bolshevik fi lmmaker—the misunderstanding arose 
from the growing divergence between two kinds of modernism: between an avant-garde 
high art modernism, celebrating confl ict, energy, and the engineer with his machine 
(“the producer”), and an avant-garde of commercial or lifestyle modernization, centered 
on advertising and design, and celebrating leisure, comfort, tourism (“the consumer”). 
Th e sponsor imagined a promotional fi lm modeled on the  Kulturfi lm , whereas Zielke 
saw his chance to immortalize himself as an avant-garde artist and fi lm auteur.      

 Technical Constraints as 
Creative Challenge 

   Th e examples of Noldan and Zielke draw attention to the issue of technology and tech-
nique blurring the distinctions between implicit ideology, explicit information, and 
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intended propaganda. Yet, such political, biographical, and formal analyses are incom-
plete if they fail to factor in how technological constraints aff ect style and infl ect form, 
with content being the outcome of the struggle to bend these limitations to the makers’ 
will and the client’s purpose. 

 Such might be the meaning of Grierson’s defi nition of documentary as the “creative 
treatment of actuality,” a dictum that has become famous precisely because of its calcu-
lated ambiguity. If “creative treatment” is put in correlation with “technical constraints,” 
then it not only names the range of possibilities available at a given historical point in 
time, but also comprises those factors of a practical, institutional, and political nature 
that enable or resist the actual pursuit of an objective and the success of its eff ects. 

 Th e technical constraints of documentary fi lmmaking in the early 1930s shaped both 
style and ideology. An important constraint, for instance, was the size and weight of the 
equipment: did the director rely on a static, heavyweight 35 mm camera (usually too 
big for indoor location shots and cumbersome outdoors) or did he or she have access to 
wind-up portable 35 mm cameras with small magazines? Fixed versus mobile camera, 
heavy versus light equipment, sensitive versus slow fi lm stock, portable light sources 
and refl ectors versus studio lighting made up the variables that entered into the very 
defi nition of documentary rhetoric of the time because they determined choices such as 
long take versus montage, as well as other types of staging and composition. 

 If one applies these considerations to the documentaries under discussion, then the 
normative stylistic features that emerge from the technical constraints and their cre-
ative treatment would include the fact that portable equipment favored a montage style 
characterized by discontinuity and juxtaposition. Whether directly infl uenced by Soviet 
fi lmmakers—whose style was known in the trade as  Russensalat , “Russian salad”—or 
merely as a consequence of the portable Kinamo, Eyemo, or Debrie cameras, whose 
wind-up mechanism only allowed for relatively short takes at a time, montage is per-
haps the most distinctive stylistic feature of nonfi ction fi lms for the period, but it is one 
within which fi lmmakers exercised widely diff erent options, when one compares, for 
instance,  Schönheit der Arbeit  (Svend Noldan, 1934) with  Metall des Himmels  (Walter 
Ruttmann, 1935), two fi lms thematizing the new regime’s obsession with steel as both 
a vital raw material (for German industry as well as for the war eff ort) and as a meta-
phor for Germany’s new-found national resolve. Both fi lms use montage to exploit the 
metaphoric registers that juxtaposition and analogy aff ord, but only Ruttmann infuses 
the heavy commission with moments of playfulness and light irony, especially by taking 
the very idea of a cinematic metaphor to absurd extremes, when he fi lms paperclips as 
if they were a squadron of Luft waff e fi ghter planes fl ying in formation. Here, technical 
constraints, ideological agendas, and stylistic choices interact with, but also rub against, 
each other. 

 Consider another example, illustrating how technical constraints interact tellingly 
with what we think of as a freely made stylistic choice, this time from the “progressive” 
documentary tradition of the United States: the long take aesthetics of Flaherty’s  Th e 
Land  (USA, 1942). In contrast to the montage sequences of a Ruttmann or Noldan, 
Flaherty composes beautiful panoramic shots — long takes — of the land and the 
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landscape, presumably taken with heavy equipment, laboriously set up. Yet, as soon 
as people enter the frame, the takes become shorter, and the style is closer to montage 
rather than continuity editing, with the odd and oft en rather unconvincing attempts at 
eye-line matches between a group or portrait shot and a landscape pan. Th e eye-line 
matches disguise the fact that, for the close-ups and group shots, his cameraman used 
lighter, more portable equipment, which only allowed shorter takes. 

 A second set of technical constraints, but oft en discussed as a stylistic choice, involves 
sound, a must by the 1930s for documentary and nonfi ction fi lms, but technically quite 
a challenge because of the diffi  culties of recording direct sound on location and syn-
chronizing it with the image. Without sync sound, for instance, it is hard, if not impos-
sible to do location interviews. One of the reasons why Arthur Elton and Edgar Anstey’s 
1936  Housing Problems , a promotional fi lm made for the Gas Council of Great Britain, is 
such a classic of the genre is that it is one of the fi rst documentaries to have been shot in 
the interiors of a very cramped East End terrace house, coupled with sync sound inter-
views. Still riveting is the story of the housewife chasing a rat and fi nally killing it with a 
broom. Th e scene is fi lmed in one take, with the camera mainly focused on the woman 
as she speaks. Powerful arc lights are clearly placed outside the house, since they cast big 
shadows of the window on the walls. In one sense, the scene is “staged”: no doubt, the 
woman had to repeat her story several times. Yet the extraordinary impact of the scene 
derives in part from what one still senses is the thrill of the fi lmmakers at their boldly 
novel approach, their way of successfully extending the possibilities of the (early sound) 
fi ction fi lm to the documentary, while making the constraints of not fi lming in a studio 
the very point of their message; namely, pointing out the appallingly cramped hous-
ing conditions of this family of six. Instead of adhering to the conventions of “realism,” 
Elton and Anstey traded aesthetic perfection of the image for the authenticity of “real 
time” and of word and image “in sync”—however oft en they had to rehearse it.   29    

 A diff erent but related case of sound–image combination is  Hände am Werk: ein Lied 
von deutscher Arbeit  ( Hands at Work: A Song of German work,  1935, dir: Walter Frentz, 
one of Leni Riefenstahl’s cameramen and a prominent photographer close to Hitler). 
Eulogizing the manual workforce, men and women adapt themselves to the factory, 
machines, and the assembly line. Th e fi lm has an original score, combining a male choir, 
solo bass and baritone voices, and orchestral interludes, in the manner of Hanns Eisler 
or Kurt Kreneck (the composer, Walter Gronostay, was a disciple of Arnold Schönberg). 
 Hände am Werk  is reminiscent of  Berlin Symphony of a Big City  in the montage of its 
striking visuals and  Kuhle Wampe  in the modernist sound track and the combination of 
song and orchestra, but culminates in a rousing celebration of the rhythm of machines, 
the precision work at railway shunting yards, and the grandeur of airplane hangars. 
With knowledge of the director’s extremely compromised career, it is hard not to think 
of the fi lm as demagogic and to refl ect that it was fi lms like these that were meant to 
show the working class that such visual harmony and synchronicity at the workplace 
was better for them than the Left -wing trade unions the Nazi had just violently abol-
ished. But taken as an exercise in modern cinematography,  Hands at Work  is sophisti-
cated and accomplished, which is why the fi lm could be re-released aft er the war, simply 
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stripped of its voice-over commentary. Th is commentary, however didactic and redun-
dant, illustrates a key problem of promotional or propaganda fi lms:  the evidentiary 
status of the images.  Hands at Work  is, in this respect, the counter-example to  Housing 
Problems , where synch-sound guarantees the truth of the image, however poorly it is 
shot. In  Hands at Work , with its dramatically angled, extremely stylized shots, one wit-
nesses the drama of synchronization itself in the way the images seek out, escape, or 
exceed the commentary. Here, the very performativity of the equipment creates con-
straints, with the scripted commentary constantly trying (in vain) to be “in” the picture, 
when it remains so stubbornly external to it, while the music, even the songs, seem to 
emanate from the images, as it animates them with an inner life and energy. 

 Hence the quest for a more manageable use of commentary, in the form of the 
detached, external voice-over narration in so many of the documentaries of the period, 
which today strikes us as heavy-handed editorializing—derisively known as the “voice 
of God”—which generally puts the images at the mercy of the words. Aft er the Second 
World War, when portable sound recording allowed for direct sound, fi lmmakers like 
Chris Marker (as in the example cited), Alexander Kluge (using his own voice in a dead-
pan manner), Jean-Luc Godard (intoning his commentary in a breathy stage whisper), 
or Peter Greenaway (once employed by the British Offi  ce of Information, the govern-
ment’s propaganda unit) seemed to make fun of the voice-over by undercutting or 
estranging it ironically. 

 Yet even in the 1930s, and even within the constraint of using external commentary, 
one fi nds very diff erent styles of voice and speech in documentary, from the clipped 
tones of a W. H. Auden commentary in  Night Mail  (H. Watts/B. Wright, 1936) to the 
expansive Whitmanesque intonations in  Th e River  (Pare Lorentz, 1938). Th e German 
fi lms under review show similar attempts to grapple with the technical constraints as 
creative challenges when it comes to sound. For instance, what immediately catches 
one’s attention in  Mensch so’n Blech  ( Man, What Rubbish , 1938) are the word–image 
combinations, at times outrageous, but oft en felicitous and witty, delivered in the sing-
song of the organ-grinder. Th e doggerel verse and jingles link this public information 
fi lm about the need to recycle tin cans most unexpectedly and intriguingly not only with 
Brecht’s  Th reepenny Opera , but also with Auden’s poem in  Night Mail . In each case, the 
recitation tries to fi t itself around the visual rhythm of the editing, the musical rhythm 
of the diegetic sound and a set of collective activities involving human bodies and 
machines in mutual cooperation (recycling of metal tins/delivery of bulk mail). Both 
fi lms explore word-music-image combinations, at once playful and avant-garde, and 
evoke common cultural resonances, cutting across ideologies as they tap into memories 
of the nursery and the schoolyard, as well as into subversive traditions of popular song. 

 In several of the  Kulturfi lme , whether they are about new techniques in welding, a 
polar expedition, or Michelangelo’s sculptures, musical form is the key element that 
generates not just the emotional but also the argumentative continuity. What is true 
for the  Kulturfi lme  also applies to the internationally renowned, individually authored 
documentaries. Music (usually scored by a well-known composer), even more than 
visual montage identifi es, for instance, the fi lmic organization of directors as diverse 
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as Flaherty and Pare Lorentz (who engaged Virgil Th ompson), Watt and Cavalcanti 
(Benjamin Britten), Slatan Dudow and Herbert Kline (Hanns Eisler), or Leni Reifenstahl 
(Herbert Windt). 

 Th e complex interplay of sound (voice-over commentary, music, sound eff ects) and 
image (montage, long take, metaphor-generating superimposition) in relation to ideol-
ogy, information, and propaganda fi lm is demonstrated in Joris Ivens’s  Spanish Earth  
(1937). A compilation fi lm with a clear political bias and agenda,  Spanish Earth  can 
be regarded as a classic precursor of the history-on-television documentary, the genre 
for which the BBC’s  World at War  with Laurence Olivier became famous in the 1980s. 
 Spanish Earth,  too, has a postsynchronized, carefully scripted commentary, read by a 
celebrity. Th e material was shot in Spain, over a considerable period of time, by sev-
eral cameramen (Joris Ivens himself, John Ferno, with additional newsreel footage by 
Roman Karmen), then shipped to New York, where Ivens and Helen van Dongen edited 
it, with the commentary spoken by Ernest Hemingway, sounding like the young Henry 
Fonda. Th e music and Hemingway’s voice, along with the expert continuity editing, are 
powerful fi ctionalizing agents in unifying the disparate material and shaping the overall 
message. But, even in 1980, in a tribute to Ivens, a critic wrote about  Spanish Earth :

  Marc Blitzstein and Virgil Th ompson composed the music, Ivens compiled the 
sounds, orienting himself aft er the impressions he had gathered in Spain. Th us 
the bombardment sounds are not from the actual sites of the hits, but taken from 
a feature fi lm, the earthquake sounds of Willard van Dyke’s  San Francisco  of 1936, 
additionally altered and synthesized by Ivens. Th e images, too, were recorded in 
discontinuity. Th e planes which are supposed to drop bombs on a village were shot 
on a diff erent day from the shots of the village. And within the bombing raid there 
is a short sequence seen from the perspective of the bombing chute of the plane — a 
shot over which Ivens and van Dongen got into an argument. But when we watch 
the fi lm, all these disparate elements fuse into a single perception: we experience 
an authenticity, which is genuine even though it is the result of Ivens’ artistically 
constructed authenticity. . . . Ivens calls his montage discreet and imperceptible. 
Th e horrors of war are to be communicated indirectly, via the movements and faces 
of people. Th e commentary doesn’t say:  those bloody fascists did this, but “three 
Junkers passed overhead”—in other words, “no propaganda.”   30     

 If one looks at the sequence here described, the argument about authenticity stretches a 
point: In what sense is the fi lm not propaganda? Th e editing is classic Hollywood con-
tinuity editing, indeed reminiscent of those action adventures in which Tarzan fi ghts a 
tiger, but for obvious reasons, the tiger and Tarzan are never together in the same shot. 
André Bazin, a few years later, based his preference for the long take and deep space 
composition on just such an irritation with the montage style of 1940s and 1950s wild-
life documentaries, wartime propaganda, and B-movie feature fi lms. As to propaganda 
in  Spanish Earth , note the two dead boys in the sequence cited by the critic: not only 
is there no proof that these are the same two we saw out in the street, but they are also 
clearly “playing dead,” like actors in a feature fi lm. Th ere are some real corpses in  Spanish 
Earth , taken from newsreel footage, but they are not of loyalists, nor of Franco’s men: we 
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see Italian mercenaries disfi gured, with fl ies on their blood-soaked faces, as if in a civil 
war, the only real dead that can be shown are the foreign mercenaries. 

 Editing the fi lm in the United States was, for Ivens, a matter of fi nance and funding, 
as well as having access to better sound and editing equipment. But like other agitprop 
works such as  Spain in Flames  or  Heart of Spain , his fi lm was also to serve specifi c propa-
gandist purposes of rallying U.S. public opinion behind the Republican cause, breaking 
America’s nonintervention policy and lift ing the arms embargo imposed by Congress. 
Th at Hemingway sounded like Henry Fonda was an added bonus: two celebrities for the 
price of one. 

 On the other side, a pro-Franco fi lm like Carl Junghans’s  Die Geissel der Welt  ( Th e 
Scourge of the World , 1936)  encountered diffi  culties in Germany, because Goebbels 
considered the fi lm “too communist.” Bypassing the director, the material was reedited, 
given a new commentary, and retitled  Helden in Spanien  ( Heroes in Spain ). It reached 
the cinemas only aft er the Spanish Civil War was over, in 1939. As a montage and com-
pilation fi lm with clearly partisan propaganda aims, however, Junghans’s fi lm observed 
much the same stylistic norms as Ivens’s  Spanish Earth  and was just as vulnerable to 
manipulation in the editing, thus suggesting that both fi lms should either be regarded as 
“propaganda” or that montage fi lms of whatever bias and message need to be diff erenti-
ated by criteria other than calling Left -wing compilations “poetic” and Right-wing ones 
“demagogic.”   31        

 The Ties That Bind: Patrons and 
Commissions 

   In most countries during the 1930s—with the possible exception of Germany and its 
 Kulturfi lm —documentary remained a poor cinema, both in the fi nancing of its pro-
ductions and in the infrastructure of exhibition outlets and professional organizations. 
To read the biographies of Robert Flaherty, Pare Lorentz, Walter Ruttmann, or Joris 
Ivens is to realize that, despite their political divergences, all four had one thing in com-
mon: the permanent struggle with the budget. Adequate fi nancial resources are as cru-
cial to nonfi ction fi lmmaking as to a studio production, even if not on quite the same 
scale. Yet in the absence of a “market” or “box-offi  ce,” such as it existed for feature fi lms 
by the late 1920s, documentary fi lmmakers found themselves in the classic position of 
the artist, who has to appeal to a patron. In the twentieth century, however, the patron 
is most likely to be a sponsor, commissioning a work for a particular occasion or pur-
pose, with the result that a documentary fi lmmaker awkwardly oscillates between “the 
avant-garde” (indigent, but independent) and “propaganda” (fi nanced, but beholden to 
the funder). 

 During the 1930s, almost everywhere in the world, the state remained the largest 
although by no means the only donor, patron, and sponsor of documentaries. Chief 
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benefi ciary among the fi lmmakers, as indicated, was the British documentary move-
ment, unthinkable without the Empire Marketing Board, the Ceylon Tea Board, 
the General Post Offi  ce Unit (or Crown Film Unit), and the British Commercial 
Gas Association. In the United States, the National Film and Photo League (spon-
sored by the Radical Party), the American Institute of Planners, and the Resettlement 
Administration (disbanded because Congress vetoed it as unconstitutional) were vari-
ously involved in all the fi lmmaking projects we now count among the classic American 
documentaries. Apart from the state, it was industrial and commercial interests and 
lobby groups that sponsored documentaries. Flaherty’s  Nanook of the North , the fi lm 
said to have inspired the very formulation of the documentary credo, was partly funded 
by a fi rm of fur traders, the Revillon Frères.   32    

 Even when no particular strings are attached, and the fi lmmaker prefers to be indi-
gent in order to remain independent, the results can be paradoxical. It is revealing, for 
instance, to compare Flaherty’s  Th e Land , about poor Southern migrants eking out an 
existence at roadside resting stops, on their way to the orange groves of California, to 
John Ford’s  Grapes of Wrath , which treats a similar subject. Iconographically, both fi lms 
have something in common, namely the Farm Administration photography of Walker 
Evans, Dorothea Lange, and Margaret Bourke-White. And yet what the comparison 
also shows is not necessarily that Flaherty was a lesser director than Ford (although he 
probably was), but that the technical and fi nancial means available to Ford were immea-
surably superior to those of Flaherty. Yet this diff erence between a “poor” and a “rich” 
cinema shows that Ford, beholden to his producer Zanuck and to the box offi  ce, is, in 
the end, a good deal more radical in his political statements than was Flaherty, beholden 
to governmental policy and his institutional backers. 

 In this situation, Germany was, since the late 1920s and for much of the 1930s, the 
exception, in that it had a regulated market for its version of the documentary:  the 
 Kulturfi lm.  As a fi xed programming unit, it became an integral part of the fi lm industry, 
not least because the fi lm companies that made them and the cinemas that showed them 
could earn tax credits and tax exemptions for fi lms offi  cially judged educationally valu-
able. Th e practice continued into the Nazi years, when, of course, the criteria for what 
was deemed valuable could be adjusted to suit the regime’s purposes, thereby creating yet 
another imperceptibly sliding scale from education and information to propaganda and 
indoctrination. However, precisely because of the cinema becoming such an important 
public sphere for the propagation of modernizing ideas and social reform, the regime, 
in parallel to the commercial Kulturfi lm circuit, built up other media networks and 
production units through its various state-sponsored agencies:  the NSDAP Regional 
Branches, the  Kraft -durch-Freude  fi lm offi  ce, the Reichsbahn fi lm unit (which also made 
promotional fi lms for the Autobahn, such as  Streets of the Future , 1938), the Propaganda 
Ministry, the  Schönheit-durch-Arbeit  fi lm offi  ce. All of these agencies commissioned 
nonfi ction instructional, industrial, tourist, and propaganda fi lms, neither acting under 
a single command nor coordinated in their ideological objectives. In fact, a closer look 
at these commissioning bodies and their policies and practices indicates a wide diver-
gence of aims, as well as rivalries and actions undertaken at cross-purposes—which the 
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compilation fi lm  Deutschlandbilder  has to keep off screen, in order to produce the eff ect 
of such a seamless and coherent ideology of beauty-through-cleanliness-and-hygiene.   33        

 Modes of Address 

   At the same time, nonfi ction fi lms, committed to the evidentiary principle of captur-
ing an image of the world and presenting it as real, set up a communication situation 
in which the gesture of showing (look at this) and the gesture of sharing (you are my 
witness) are fundamental to the contract of good faith between the fi lmmaker and the 
audience. But in practice, and not unlike (commercial) television, whose logic is appro-
priately summed up by the maxim, “television does not deliver programs to audiences, 
but audiences to advertisers,” the dual relationship of showing and looking establishes 
itself within a more complex triangular dynamic. One needs to ask who does the show-
ing, who does the looking, and who is looking at those who are looking in order to grasp 
the (sponsored) documentary as a particular distribution that dissimulates roles and 
positions, placed asymmetrically in relation to each other. 

 Th is casts light on one of the most vexed questions, namely staging or reenactment, 
usually considered both the telltale sign of propaganda and documentary’s cardinal sin, 
but in a diff erent context—say, the scientifi c experiment, and, by extension, the indus-
trial or science fi lm—an accepted and even necessary practice. Should we, when we 
come across a case of staging in a bona fi de documentary, cry foul, or consider it part of a 
sociological experiment and condone it in the name of science? Staging is one of the rea-
sons I put forward the suggestion that one should consider even propaganda fi lms fi rst 
as documentaries, before deciding what sets them apart. As is well known, the dilemma 
of the staged sequence or the reenacted scene precedes the propagandists of the Right 
and the Left . It belongs to the very beginning of what today we call “documentary,” the 
already-mentioned  Nanook of the North . Even a purist historian like Eric Barnow knew 
that Flaherty gave Nanook tools and weapons to handle that the Inuit would never have 
used. It is also no longer a secret that the walrus or seal was already dead before Nanook 
harpooned it, nor are we shocked when we hear about the oversize igloo built specially 
for the “aggie” (Flaherty’s camera rig) without a roof, with the result that the family had 
to fake being asleep while they were nearly freezing to death inside, or that Flaherty 
had an aff air with one of the Inuit women and fathered a child. Similarly, it is Grierson 
himself who tells us that he probably endangered the lives of his fi shermen in  Drift ers  
with maneuvers they would never have done had he not bribed them with whisky and a 
fi ve-pound note. 

 Watching  Th e Land  and other classic documentaries, and remembering the whisky 
and that fi ve-pound note, I could not suppress the uncomfortable thought that one of 
the reasons why documentaries are so oft en about the poor, the underprivileged, the 
so-called primitives, and so rarely about the rich, the powerful, and the well-to-do may 
be due not only to the social conscience of the makers, but also to the fact that, all too 
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oft en, the poor cannot protect their privacy, whereas the rich, aware of their power, sim-
ply do not permit access to their lives except under conditions over which they keep con-
trol. It may also be one of the reasons why much of the information I have here alluded 
to — whether about Flaherty and the igloo, about Grierson bribing the fi shermen, or 
about Ivens using the sound-track of a feature fi lm for his  Spanish Earth— comes from 
the fi lmmakers themselves, oft en reported with macho pride and bravado, and not at all 
shamefacedly or apologetically. Th ey know what cunning it takes to wrest from reality 
a truthful image. Documentaries are perhaps best understood as a poker game of many 
hands—fi lmmakers, sponsors, participants, and spectators—each with a double role of 
being and pretending, of performing and presenting, and all must play their part for the 
fi lm to successfully dissimulate its several kinds of artifi ce as self-evident  thereness .     

 Hostages to History, Redeemed 
with a Ransom? 

   To have recognized this  thereness  in the  Kultur - and propaganda fi lms of the Th ird 
Reich as both ideological eff ect and historical reality is what makes Bitomsky’s 
 Deutschlandbilder  so fascinating and so frustrating. At fi rst sight, the fi lm is one of the 
most stringent analyses that the purposive production of images during the Nazi years 
has ever received. And yet, on closer inspection, it also suspends this critique by a ges-
ture that doubles and mirrors the critical discourse to the point of self-cancellation, 
as if Bitomsky had worried that too direct a denunciation of the images’ propagandist 
intent might fall back on the fi lmmaker himself, who in turn would betray the images, 
were he to accuse them merely of betraying, in the sense of disguising, the reality of 
the regime. Aft er all,  Deutschlandbilder , too, is a compilation and cross-section fi lm, 
taking scenes and sequences out of context, selecting them, combining them, juxta-
posing them, creating new meanings and metaphors with the techniques of montage. 
Bitomsky, only too aware that betraying can also mean revealing, comments that the 
Nazi fi lms (within his fi lm) “are like hostages, they have to be redeemed with a ran-
som.” And expecting the viewer to demand an explanation, the voice-over commen-
tary answers:

  [In this fi lm] the fi lms are treated as documents — but they are interrogated as if they 
were double agents that had come in from the cold, in order to be debriefed. Th e 
images have to stand for the Nazi regime and at the same time, they have to be called 
into the dock as witnesses against the regime: images — documents that incriminate 
themselves.   34     

 Th e temptation is not only that the fi lmmaker does to the images what he claims the 
images are doing to reality. He also has to guard against making propaganda in 
reverse: forcing the images to say now what they could not have meant then, as opposed 
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to their Nazi past, when they did not mean what they said then. Bitomsky, as a director 
of the New German Cinema and an admirer of John Ford, must have been sensitive, 
when compiling the fi lm, to the images’ autonomous existence, their distinctiveness, 
but also their defenselessness as documents—almost, one wants to say, their “right to 
remain silent and self-suffi  cient.” Granting such rights is the duty of a fi lmmaker, when 
making use of historical images, and it distinguishes him or her from the television pro-
ducer, who harvests such images like crops, to feed them into programs made for the 
History or Discovery Channel.   35    

 By the time Bitomsky made his fi lm in the early 1980s, in the middle of a vital, but 
also virulent debate about the ethics of Germans making fi lms about the Nazi past—
aft er Syberberg’s  Hitler:  A  Film from Germany , Fassbinder’s  Lili Marleen , Helma 
Sanders Brahms’s  Germany Pale Mother , and, on the eve of Edgar Reitz’s television 
series  Heimat —the lines of battle, their blurring, crossover, and defection, no lon-
ger ran, as they might have done in the 1930s, between avant-garde and propaganda, 
information versus indoctrination, but between making historical documentaries for 
the cinema and making historical documentaries for television, as well as another sort 
of blurring between making these fi lms because “Hitler” was still the star of the show 
(and thus good for the ratings and hence also advertisers), and making these fi lms 
because, when conferring so much power on documentary images, we need to be wise 
in using them.   36    Th ese images now belong to history, in fact  are  history, whether they 
like it or not, whether they were staged or authentic, whether they meant what they 
said or merely said what they were meant to say. Th e peril now is not their origin as 
either propaganda or promoting a progressive cause, but their being taken hostage 
by this history and pressed into testimony for any kind of case a director or producer 
cares to make. By putting them in the dock, but granting them the right to be wit-
nesses also on their own behalf, Bitomsky clearly thought he had paid a ransom, but 
that it was worth the risk, if only to free the hostages for the hour that his fi lm lasts. My 
own argument, proposing to treat all propaganda fi lms from the period as documenta-
ries—now in the sense also of “documents”—and to consider yesterday’s propaganda 
as the sunnier side of today’s advertising, emulates Bitomsky’s gesture, although only 
insofar as it feels like I have paid a ransom, although not at all sure that the hostages 
have been freed.         
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          chapter 14 

 “order ou t of 
chaos”:  freud,  fascism, 
and the golden age of 
american advertising      

 lawrence r.   samuel     

      Intelligent men must realize that propaganda is the modern instrument 
by which they can fi ght for productive ends and help to bring order out 
of chaos. 

 —Edward L. Bernays,  Propaganda , 1928  

Between the 1930s and the 1950s, a unique set of forces came together to forge a com-
munications and cultural landscape that was heavily propagandist in both character and 
infl uence. Although their goals were dramatically diff erent, Nazi fascist propaganda of 
the 1930s and early 1940s and American advertising and consumer culture of the 1950s 
had a lot more in common than one might (and might like to) think. Each was a dedi-
cated and concerted eff ort to, as Edward Bernays neatly expressed it, “bring order out 
of chaos,” each sharing deep roots in Freudian psychoanalytic theory. Making sense out 
of confusion, turning irrationality into reason, and transforming diversity into unity 
were the ideological bridges that supported much of the social, political, and economic 
dynamics of Western society over the course of these three decades. Th e widespread and 
virulent propaganda of the times signaled a profound interest in and perceived need for 
the values of effi  ciency, consensus, and control. Whether ultimately intended to pro-
mote unity, encourage hate, satisfy desires, or control consumer behavior, the alchemy 
of converting chaos into order was a prime concern as individuals, organizations, and 
nations struggled for political power and economic gain. 

 Th is essay examines how and why propagandist theory and techniques took root 
in Europe and America over the course of these three decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Although much has been written about Nazi propaganda, the utilization of 
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propagandist strategies by American advertisers aft er the Second World War is lesser 
known. Just as Bernays viewed propaganda as a “modern instrument” that could serve 
“productive ends,” motivation research was a powerful tool for Big Business in the post-
war years. Psychological techniques from motivation research to subliminal advertis-
ing, which targeted the unconscious, were put in play to help keep Americans vested 
in the social, political, and economic interests of consumer capitalism. Penetrating 
the unconscious through psychoanalytic techniques exposed consumers’ wants and 
needs, motivation research theory suggested. Th is going around or through the ratio-
nal conscious was considered the key to eff ective mass propaganda. By identifying and 
appealing to consumers’ universal desires, advertising (which Garth Jowett and Victoria 
O’Donnell have equated with propaganda) could be made far more effi  cient, much of 
its well-acknowledged waste eliminated. Order could thus be brought to chaos, and the 
irrationalism of “the crowd” safely contained and profi tably commodifi ed.   1        

 Better, Higher, and Purer 

   Arguably, no one more than Edward Bernays, “the father of public relations,” 
understood the possibilities of propaganda better or took fuller advantage of them. 
(Indeed, he literally wrote the book on the subject, and his 1928  Propaganda  is still 
considered a masterpiece.) As Sigmund Freud’s (double) nephew, Bernays’s vision 
was also steeped in psychoanalytic theory, although his orientation toward public 
relations was far more practical than theoretical. Publicity was, in Bernays’s words, 
a “potent social instrument,” able to “organize chaos” by turning confusion and dis-
array into order. In his book  Crystallizing Public Opinion , written fi ve years before 
 Propaganda , Bernays laid out his elitist view that the masses looked to experts like 
himself for guidance. (He and Progressive intellectual Walter Lippmann, author of 
 Public Opinion  [in 1922] and  Th e Phantom Public  [in 1927] appeared to be playing a 
game of literary tag.) Rather than cold hard logic, Bernays argued, suppressed desire 
was the force that drove most consumer decisions. In his account, the unconscious 
played a pivotal role in determining which products one purchased (and did not pur-
chase). It was the common longings of the masses—sex, hunger, safety—rather than 
their diff erences that served as the skeleton key of persuasion, Bernays (and, a gen-
eration later, Ernest Dichter, as we shall see) made clear. For Bernays, reasoning with 
consumers was a strategy that had little or no chance of success, given the emotional 
nature of the human race.   2    

 Bernays and other American public relations experts were not the only ones to use 
principles laid out by Freud to mold the mind of the masses and, in the process, cre-
ate order out of chaos. As key Frankfurt School member Th eodor Adorno deft ly dis-
cussed in a 1951 article called “Freudian Th eory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda,” 
the Nazis relied heavily on psychological forces to persuade fellow citizens to join their 
cause. Adorno proposed that Freud’s  Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego  

14_Castronovo_CH14.indd   26214_Castronovo_CH14.indd   262 9/30/2013   4:31:47 PM9/30/2013   4:31:47 PM



“order out of chaos”  263

(1922) had presented the theoretical platform the Nazis would employ a decade later 
to construct their fascist political movement. Whether Hitler (ironically) read Freud’s 
book is unclear, but there is little doubt that Minister of Public Enlightenment and 
Propaganda Joseph Goebbels studied Bernays’s  Propaganda  to help forge his program 
of mass persuasion, a fact that Bernays mentions in his 1965 autobiography, almost as 
an aside.   3    

 Freud built on Gustave Le Bon’s theory of “the crowd,” Adorno explained, the two 
sharing the belief that people in group situations were irrational and easily infl uenced. 
Freud rejected Le Bon’s concept of the “herd instinct,” however, looking more to libid-
inal forces as responsible for turning individuals into the “mass.” Being part of a group 
was an opportunity for individuals to forget their own faults, Freud argued, a plea-
surable experience to be had by (unconsciously) surrendering and submitting to a 
larger, collective purpose. Individuals regressed when they identifi ed with group lead-
ers with a strong authoritarian streak, forming a relationship not unlike that between 
child and parent. And, like children eager to please their parents, those subscribing 
to a fascist regime were happy to obey the orders of a dictator, their mindset akin to a 
hypnotic state.   4    

 Th e Th ird Reich’s ability to enlist ordinary citizens to its fascist movement and cre-
ate an extreme state of order from what had been an extreme state of social, economic, 
and political confusion rested on this psychological model, according to Adorno. With 
Hitler as the father fi gure (“Fuhrer” means “leader” or “guide” in German), perceived as 
an omnipotent Everyman, a strong emotional tie or bond was established between him 
and his “children.” Such a demagogue was viewed as an enlargement of oneself, accord-
ing to Freudian theory, with the process drawing on the key concepts of projection, 
idealization, and narcissism. Th e fl ip side of loving people like oneself was, of course, 
hating those who were diff erent; this was the component that demonstrated the poten-
tial consequences of fascism when put into action. When cast in this light, intolerance 
and cruelty could not only be possible but expected, an inevitable byproduct of this form 
of group psychology. “Race” was a particularly eff ective way to diff erentiate between 
people, with hatred of the other serving as a powerful unifying force for members of 
the group. Freud had made his bleak view of the prospects for humanity clear in his 
1930  Civilization and Its Discontents , a prediction that appeared to be accurate, given the 
events of just a few years later.   5    

 Proponents of fascist propaganda benefi ted in other ways by sharply defi ning who 
belonged to the group in power and who did not. Th e insiders thought of themselves 
as “better, higher, and purer” than the outsiders; this was, Adorno maintained, another 
device to minimize social unrest. Any criticism directed from outsiders toward insid-
ers was likely to elicit rage while at the same time strengthen the emotional connec-
tions among the latter. Th is mechanism of unity produced a shared love for a common 
object—the object being, in this case, the Fuhrer and what he stood for. Although the 
particulars of such Freudian theory no doubt went far beyond the intellectual grasp of 
Goebbels, it is reasonable to conclude that he had a working knowledge of these ideas 
and how to use them. Nazi offi  cials’ heavy reliance on speeches before large, enthusiastic 
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audiences was an example of how group psychology was put into practice, with these 
verbal spectacles “reduc[ing] individuals to members of crowds.” Repetition and the use 
of slogans were other proven techniques of mass persuasion, something that many large 
organizations and institutions had known for centuries. Religious and military lead-
ers were well versed in how to encourage enthusiasm and loyalty to their group at the 
expense of others, aft er all. Th e basic tenets of fascist propaganda were not unique. What 
was unique were the ways in which the tenets were expressed; this is the singular and 
most tragic piece of the story.   6    

 Even Freud could not anticipate the degree to which his theories would appear to be 
made real. (He himself was persecuted by the Nazis, fl eeing Vienna for London in 1939.) 
Manipulating individuals’ unconscious through techniques of fascist propaganda 
served political, economic, and social ends, resulting in nothing less than domination 
over targeted oppressed groups. Although a familiar story throughout history, the Nazi’s 
campaign of deindividualization was epic in scope, illustrating the danger of mass per-
suasion when used for evil intent and with the machinery of modernity fully exploited. 
Th e use of psychology, beginning with Bernays, had responded to perceived social dis-
order. Th is line of thinking would soon become instrumental not just to how the mass 
behaved politically but how it consumed, a clear example of how the principles of propa-
ganda can easily cross the boundaries of time and space.   7        

 The Art of Asking Why 

   While the Nazis waged a campaign of persuasion grounded in group psychology, a few 
Europeans were exploring other possibilities of mass propaganda based in psychoana-
lytic theory. Something that would become known as  motivation research  was taking 
root in Austria as the Th ird Reich gained power; its aim was also to create order out of 
chaos but for much diff erent ends. Motivation research can be traced back to one day 
in Vienna in 1930, when the owners of a new laundry asked a psychology instructor 
at the city’s famed university, Paul Lazarsfeld, to help them grow their business. Many 
Austrian women were reluctant to send out their laundry, the instructor learned, as 
they thought that doing so reduced their role as proper  hausfrau . In interviewing exist-
ing customers, the psychologist learned that women who did use the laundry oft en 
fi rst sent out their wash when an “emergency” occurred, such as a child becoming sick 
or houseguests unexpectedly dropping in. Once experiencing the joy of having some-
one else do their wash, however, the women were usually hooked and became regular 
customers. Th is particular insight led the psychologist to suggest that the owners of 
the laundry send a letter describing the services of the business to every household 
in which a family member had recently died, knowing that the bereaved would fi nd 
it diffi  cult to do her own wash. Th e owners of the store tried the idea and business 
instantly picked up, lighting a spark under a new kind of research that, over the next 
few decades, would revolutionize global consumer culture.   8    
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 Paul Lazarsfeld’s clever, if ethically ambiguous, use of what he called the “psychologi-
cal approach” to studying consumer behavior revealed the indisputable value of what 
would soon be called motivation (or motivational) research. Although his is hardly 
a household name, Lazarsfeld was one of the most important fi gures in the history of 
advertising and marketing, and his approach to gleaning information from consum-
ers is still practiced today. Pioneering “the analysis of the complex web of reasons and 
motives that determines the goal strivings of human actions,” Lazarsfeld was, according 
to Lewis A. Coser, “the father of sophisticated studies of mass communication.” A dis-
ciple of Alfred Adler (his mother was a prominent Adlerian psychotherapist), Lazarsfeld 
absorbed the ideas of this most sociological of Freud’s followers, creating a new, hybrid 
form of social science in the process. Adlerian analysis focused on “power drives” and 
the possibilities for individuals to change for the better, ideas that Lazarsfeld embraced 
in his research. His most famous study,  Th e Unemployed Workers of Marienthal  (1933), 
completed when he was a young man in Vienna, was an early attempt to quantify soci-
ological fi eldwork. Th is once radical pursuit was something with which he would be 
obsessed for the rest of his career.   9    

 Although a devout socialist, a quite typical affi  liation among Viennese intellectu-
als between the wars, Lazarsfeld ironically found himself in the market research busi-
ness when he needed to fund his Wirtschaft s Psycholisches Institut (Psycho-Economic 
Institute), a center studying economic problems in Austria. “We were concerned with 
why our propaganda was unsuccessful,” the former member of the Socialist Student 
Movement remembered years later, “and wanted to conduct psychological studies to 
explain it.”   10    With its in-depth interviews and analysis drawing from sociology, psychol-
ogy, and psychoanalysis, the institute almost accidentally found itself doing what were 
probably the most progressive market studies in the world in the 1930s. Th ese studies 
were the beginnings of motivation research, something that one of Lazarsfeld’s students—
Ernest Dichter—would bring to the United States and, in the process, use to change the 
course of American business. Like the Nazis in the 1930s, motivation researchers’ ulti-
mate goal was to create order out of chaos—in this case, the chaos of the marketplace. 

 Lazarsfeld’s auspicious work with the Viennese laundry in 1930 would soon lead to 
much bigger things. Th at same year, Lazarsfeld off ered to help a group of Americans 
in Vienna “promote the use of applied psychology among business,” and he conducted 
a series of interviews with people regarding their preferences of soap and also under-
took what was perhaps the fi rst survey of radio listeners. Regarding the latter, Lazarsfeld 
was interested in, as Anthony Heilbut wrote, “what kind of people listened to what kind 
of programs for what kind of reasons.” Th is was another seedling that would sprout 
into motivation research. “Th e commercial applications were evident,” Heilbut noted, 
and marketers of perfume and chocolate were eager to apply Lazarsfeld’s fi ndings. 
Working-class radio listeners in Austria preferred both strong perfume and chocolate, 
Lazarsfeld discovered, speculating that the reason for this preference was that their eco-
nomic condition made them “starved for pleasure.” Th is kind of neo-Freudian inter-
pretation would defi ne motivation research over the next few decades as intellectual 
descendants of Lazarsfeld kept Viennese psychology alive and well.   11    
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 Aft er arriving in the United States in 1933 on a Rockefeller Foundation fellowship, 
Lazarsfeld chose to make America his home as the Nazis rose to power in Europe. (Th e 
success of his Marienthal study, with its socialist agenda, had attracted the attention of 
the police, another factor contributing to his decision to leave Austria while he could.) 
As a self-proclaimed “Marxist on leave,” Lazarsfeld’s arrival in the States in the 1930s 
was particularly fortuitous since his own politics matched up nicely with Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s New Deal progressive reforms. Aft er a brief stint at the University of 
Newark (now Rutgers University), Lazarsfeld started working for an up-and-coming 
executive at CBS, Frank Stanton, who would eventually become president of the net-
work. With Stanton, who also held a Ph.D.  in psychology, Lazarsfeld found himself 
doing the same kind of radio research in New York that he had done in Vienna, spelling 
out his mission in a 1935 article co-written with Arthur Kornhauser. Via “a systematic 
view of how people’s marketing behavior is motivated,” the psychologist turned market 
researcher wrote in “Th e Analysis of Consumer Actions,” companies could “forecast and 
control consumer behavior,” an idea nothing less than revolutionary in the mid-1930s. 
Lazarsfeld, admittedly more interested in exploring new methodologies in the social 
sciences than in selling products or candidates, nevertheless had become not just an 
agent of consumerism but one of its leading visionaries.   12    

 Lazarsfeld’s introduction of psychology-based, in-depth market research made a 
giant splash in a fi eld in which counting bodies was the height of sophistication. Within 
a year of his arrival in the States, Lazarsfeld recalled, “the small fraternity of commercial 
market research experts got interested in my work” and invited him to talk at meetings 
and serve on committees of the brand-new American Marketing Association (AMA). 
In addition, the AMA asked Lazarsfeld to write several chapters for a new textbook it 
planned to publish,  Th e Techniques of Marketing Research . One of the chapters contained 
references to depth psychology and is thus credited as the offi  cial beginning of motiva-
tion research.   13    Th e man who was, according to Heilbut, “a product of refi ned European 
learning who hustled himself a position in the marketplace,” soon landed a job with 
the Rockefeller-subsidized Offi  ce of Radio Research at Princeton (which moved to 
Columbia University in 1939 and fi ve years later was renamed the Bureau of Applied 
Social Research). Th ere, Lazarsfeld, along with a team of notable psychologists (includ-
ing Adorno and the former’s second wife, Herta Herzog, another Adlerian), worked for 
decades, surveying radio listeners for ad agencies and sponsors.   14    

 Again, with his move to Princeton, Lazarsfeld was in the right place at the right time. 
Market research was in a decidedly crude state, and interest in surveying radio listeners 
was just beginning, thus making advertisers very receptive to innovative methodologies 
directly lift ed from the social sciences. Th e kind of in-depth interviewing done in clas-
sic sociological studies like Robert and Helen Lynd’s  Middletown  and Lloyd Warner’s 
 Yankee City , for example, was exactly what was needed to advance market research 
beyond simple “nose-counting.”   15    “Our idea was to try to determine . . . the role of radio 
in the lives of diff erent types of listeners, the value of radio to people psychologically, 
and the various reasons why they like it,” Lazarsfeld explained. Th e whopping salary 
of $7,000 that came with the Princeton job was an off er he could not refuse. At the 
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university, he consulted with some of the leading psychoanalysts of the day (including 
Karen Horney and Erich Fromm) to satisfy his curiosity about the role of radio in their 
patients’ lives. “Can Freudian theory elucidate the entertainment value of radio and 
account for some especially successful programs?” Lazarsfeld asked the noted analysts; 
this convergence of social research with psychoanalytical case studies was unheard of in 
1937.   16    

 Lazarsfeld was not the only one in the 1930s using psychological theory to solve 
marketing problems, however. In 1935, for example, Donald Laird identifi ed what he 
considered “irrational” behavior among purchasing agents, claiming that their tough 
negotiating was not so much about saving money for their company as a way to boost 
their own egos.   17    A couple of Lazarsfeld’s colleagues, Hadley Cantril and Rensis Likert, 
were also “important links between academic culture and the applied research of busi-
ness and government,” according to Jean Converse, and the three constituted a power-
ful troika of “survey research entrepreneurs.” Unlike most other academics in the social 
sciences, these men were eager to venture outside the ivory tower, fi nding the emerging 
world of polls and surveys quite valuable to their work. While Cantril focused on polling 
and Likert would go on to develop his famous rating scale, Lazarsfeld stayed true to his 
roots in the Viennese school of motivation research, applying Freudian and Adlerian 
theory to the real world of consumer behavior. At the core of the school’s thinking was 
what was termed “psychologically correct” questioning to identify the role that uncon-
scious motivations played in buying things. Hence “motivation research,” or what 
Converse described as the exploration of “underlying motives, observation of involun-
tary actions, and free association of ideas and concepts.”   18    

 Lazarsfeld brought an intellectual component to market research that was missing 
from the fi eld in the 1930s and 1940s. Consumers’ purchase decisions were as com-
plex as any, he felt, entirely worth studying in detail. Lazarsfeld’s 1935 article “Th e Art 
of Asking Why in Marketing Research” became a classic, a convincing argument that 
standard questionnaires were simply not revealing why consumers did the things they 
did. In the article, Lazarsfeld identifi ed what he called “buyer behavior determinants 
of the fi rst degree,” which included not just a product’s attributes but also consumers’ 
emotional likes and dislikes. Th ere were also “buyer behavior determinants of the sec-
ond degree,” consisting of the reasons for consumers’ likes and dislikes, which were 
unknown.   19    Lazarsfeld, however, was determined to discover them. “A careful collec-
tion of opinions is far superior to pseudo-scholarly tabulations of the type of statistics 
which have only a remote relationship to the special problem under investigation,” he 
wrote in another article a couple of years later, rebranding himself as a sociologist rather 
than a psychologist because the former was more like a market researcher. At Columbia, 
students felt “they were in on the ground fl oor of an enterprise that believed it was about 
to remake social science, if not the world,” remembered one of them—Seymour Martin 
Lipset, who would go on to become a giant in the fi eld, like many on Lazarsfeld’s team.   20    

 Although Lazarsfeld’s trailblazing work in market research was remarkable enough, 
an even bigger contribution may have been his role in bringing together the previous 
separate worlds of academia and business. In a 1941 talk to the National Association of 
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Broadcasters, Lazarsfeld made it clear that “communication research [was now a] joint 
enterprise between industries and universities,” a way for academics to fund their work 
and an opportunity for American companies (like his clients CBS and the ad agency 
McCann-Erickson) to achieve their ambitious objectives. “Th e great innovation was the 
decision that contract work would be permitted,” he wrote decades later, speaking of his 
bosses at Princeton and Columbia, “a real turning point in the history of American uni-
versities.”   21    Lazarsfeld’s own work focusing on identifying commonalities among people 
who shared opinions—to fi nd out not just what individuals thought but whether they 
formed a social group of some kind—was the stuff  of marketers’ dreams. Lazarsfeld and 
researchers who followed in his big footsteps understood that marketing works not just 
though unifi cation but through diversifi cation, benefi ting from an uneven, decentral-
ized landscape comprised of many niches. Researching, managing, and even producing 
a variegated terrain of consumer groups emerged as a principal goal in American busi-
ness, the prototype of what would become “market segmentation.”   22    Out of this kind 
of leading-edge research came, for example, Lazarsfeld’s notion of “opinion leaders,” 
that certain people shaped the views of the “masses” (this over a half-century before 
Malcolm Gladwell’s  Th e Tipping Point ).   23    “Th anks largely to his work, mechanical sys-
tems of observation could chart everything from voting preferences to tastes in mouth-
wash and deodorant,” concluded Heilbut. In short, an accidental researcher had forged 
an entirely new way to understand the American consumer.   24        

 The Psychology of Everyday Living 

   It would not be Lazarsfeld, however, but one of his students who would show how 
motivation research could be used to “forecast and control consumer behavior.” Also 
trained as a psychologist in Vienna, Ernest Dichter arrived in the United States in 1938, 
ultimately churning out a fl ood of books, articles, and studies for clients, all grounded 
in his particular brand of Freudian thought. His positive view of consumer culture—
that the material world allowed individuals to more fully express themselves—diff ered 
from that of many if not most social critics who were unhappy about, as one put it, 
the nation’s millions of status seekers. Dichter’s pro-capitalist values also diff ered from 
those of Lazarsfeld, who was willing to work with clients to fund his work but would 
always remain a Marxist at heart. Dichter had studied with Karl and Charlotte Buhler 
at the University of Vienna, soaking up their views of humanistic psychology and its 
emphasis on the self-motivated individual (Lazarsfeld too had studied with the leg-
endary couple). Dichter was also strongly infl uenced by the general cognition theories 
and philosophical thinking of Moritz Schlick and the Viennese Circle of the 1930s, 
whose ideas added to his rich intellectual stew. Lazarsfeld’s methods of empirical social 
research, too, had a deep impact, with the professor’s interest in why somebody did or 
did not choose to buy something contributing to Dichter’s fascination with the role of 
motivation in people’s lives. Dichter was one of Lazarsfeld’s two star pupils, the other 
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being the latter’s future second wife, Herta Herzog, who would also go on to great suc-
cess in motivation research in America.   25    

 As Gerd Prechtl observed, the social, political, and cultural climate of Vienna in the 
early decades of the twentieth century was ideal for a mind like Dichter’s to blossom. 
Th e collapse of the Austrian monarchy and rise of modernism allowed more liberal 
thinking than was previously possible. Jewish intellectuals in particular were able to fi nd 
their voice, forging a holistic approach to the social sciences that off ered a refreshing 
and exciting alternative to the earlier era’s rigid academic boundaries.   26    Peter Scheer has 
argued that psychoanalysis in particular was a distinctly Jewish phenomenon, that with 
the acceptance of Jews by universities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, their knowledge could “fi nally [be] phrased in academic language.” With its focus 
on desires and motives, psychoanalysis served as the natural framework for motivation 
research, allowing Viennese Jews like Lazarsfeld, Herzog, and Dichter to see its implica-
tions and applications for consumer research.   27    

 Unlike his mentor, Paul Lazarsfeld, Dichter was convinced that psychology was 
exactly what American business needed aft er the Second World War, making his case 
to an increasingly receptive audience intent on jump-starting the postwar economy. 
Consumption was “behind” production, and the prewar ways of selling were now out-
moded and ineffi  cient, he explained in a 1947  Harvard Business Review  article. To evolve 
from a “medicine man” type approach, marketers had to address consumers’ emotions, 
irrational behavior, and unconscious drives, which were much more basic and powerful 
than logic. Dichter extended his thinking in his fi rst book,  Th e Psychology of Everyday 
Living , arguing that the things around us mean much more than appearances would 
suggest.   28    

 Although Lazarsfeld and Dichter did not agree on the long-term viability of psy-
chology in the business world, Lazarsfeld’s 1935 article “Th e Art of Asking Why” had a 
profound infl uence on Dichter (and many others), helping him make the connections 
between psychoanalytic theory and qualitative market research. Th rough his depth 
interviews, Dichter listened with what Th eodore Reik had called “a third ear,” encour-
aging subjects to tell stories, recall memories, and free associate to get beyond ratio-
nal thought. Role-playing through “psychodramas,” in which subjects pretended they 
were objects, companies, or other people also was one of Dichter’s favorite techniques. 
Other techniques that Dichter clearly borrowed from psychoanalysis—the Th ematic 
Appreciation Test (TAT), transactional analysis, phrase completion, association tests, 
caricatures, animal comparisons, and the Rorschach test—soon became the standard 
tools of motivation research. Dichter’s written reports were as nonlinear as his inter-
views, fi lled with verbatim quotes from subjects, stories, and off -the-cuff  impressions; 
they were a long way from other researchers’ statistical tables and charts.   29    Dichter 
“sift ed out the essentials [of Freudian psychology],” noted Patrick Schierholz, who con-
sidered Dichter more than any psychotherapist in history “especially concerned with 
the practical application.”   30    

 Perhaps more important than anything else, the psychoanalytic foundation of moti-
vation research shift ed the dynamic between marketer and consumer from an “us versus 
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them” relationship to much more of a partnership. Dichter frequently recommended 
that the client “reorient” consumers by encouraging them to try new things and by 
advertising products in emotional terms rather than through facts (Esso’s “tiger in the 
tank” versus “high octane rating” is probably the most famous example). Dichter was 
also fond of telling clients to give consumers what they wanted, something that makes 
a lot of sense but was (and is) frequently not done. Many Americans in the early 1950s 
wanted to borrow money but did not want to take out loans, for example, so Dichter told 
the bank he was working for to provide what would become known as overdraft  protec-
tion, the fi rst time this was done.   31    Dichter also came up with the idea of the car clock, 
telling automobile manufacturers that drivers wanted to know how fast they were going 
in real time rather than just according to the speedometer’s miles per hour. Th inking 
that women did not like to be considered bad mothers, Dichter told his supermarket 
client to place candy at the cash registers to make it more of an impulse item rather than 
regular food. Th is was just one of many ideas he had regarding how to reap marketing 
potential out of desire.   32    Th roughout his career, Dichter consistently maintained that the 
role of women in the family’s purchase decisions was greater than popularly believed, an 
insight that, alone, was a major contribution to marketing thought.   33    

 Although he drew from the Platonic (and Aristotelian) tradition of problem solving 
through discussion, Dichter challenged Plato by arguing that it was emotion, not rea-
son, that ruled human behavior. Emotions and feelings were at the heart of Dichter’s 
“existentialist approach to human self-realization through action,” as Cudlik and 
Steiner expressed it; Dichter maintained that self-understanding could be achieved only 
through internal means rather than by external religious or philosophical systems and 
beliefs. God was inside, he insisted, and the institutions of faith actually hindered true 
self-fulfi llment and happiness. In Dichter’s perfect world, the human being was his or 
her own God, disinclined to delegate his or her freedom to a “higher” power. Th e Edenic 
paradise of the popular imagination was one of ignorance and static tranquility, an illu-
sion compared to the very real (and more demanding) paradise consisting of intellectual 
growth and creative challenges. Rather than spend time and energy dreaming of a per-
fect world perhaps waiting in the future, it was the journey of this life, not its destination, 
that really mattered (contentedness, he believed, was equivalent with death). Dichter 
defi ned his own primary motivation as “creative discontent,” even subtitling his autobi-
ography in the original German version “Th e Autobiography of a Creatively Discontent 
Person.” “Getting there is all the fun” was Dichter’s motto—the process was not just half 
of the joy to be had in life but every bit of it.   34        

 Welcome to 1984 

   It was the backdrop of the Cold War, however, that turned a mere market research tech-
nique into a cultural phenomenon and pushed the limits of creating order out of chaos. 
Reports of mind control and brainwashing by the Communists were widely believed 
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in the late 1950s, with J. Edgar Hoover’s 1958  Masters of Deceit  and the 1959 novel  Th e 
Manchurian Candidate  only adding fuel to the fi re. Th rough the Korean War, McCarthy 
hearings, and launch of Sputnik, fear and paranoia were on the rise in the United States. 
Th e Red Scare made many in postwar America hypersensitive and emotionally vulner-
able to both real and imaginary outside threats (including  Th e Blob ,  Th em! , and  Th e 
Th ing from Another World ). Subliminal advertising, an off shoot of motivation research 
that reared its ugly head in 1957, was literally a craze, with people afraid they might lose 
their minds from exposure to it. “For many, subliminal advertising confi rms their worst 
fears about advertising,” wrote Jack Patterson in 1958, with Americans seeing what he 
called “a psychological sneak attack” as “another, more terrible weapon in Madison 
Avenue’s arsenal for overpowering the human will.”   35    Madison Avenue’s new interest 
in consumers’ subconscious was thus concerning, to say the least. Admen apparently 
had the potential ability to make people buy things they did not really want or need or, 
much worse, elect Soviet sympathizers into offi  ce: a nightmare of epic proportions. If 
it was possible, subliminal advertising represented the ultimate form of mass propa-
ganda, many agreed. In an age of startling scientifi c achievements, ranging from the 
Salk vaccine to Tupperware, however, why couldn’t a new, diabolic kind of communica-
tion be possible? 

 Subliminal possibilities for advertising were fi rst raised in 1913 but there could 
not have been a more fertile time and place for them than psychology-obsessed, 
watch-your-back postwar United States. A  year or so before subliminal advertising 
exploded on the scene, Edward (E. B.) Weiss had been prescient about its rise, writing a 
column about something very similar for  Ad Age  in May 1956. Aft er hearing about some 
experimental research that involved electrical stimulation of the brain, Weiss immedi-
ately understood the possibilities for manipulating people’s behavior and specifi cally the 
role that advertising might play in that. “It is entirely probable that some day at least 
some of the brain’s functions may be controlled by  external  electrical penetration. (I get 
frightened as I write this!) . . . Will advertising, some day, consist of broadcast electrical 
discharges beamed to penetrate specifi c brain areas for the purpose of shaping specifi c 
buying behavior patterns?”   36    

 Just a little more than a year later, many of Weiss’s fears were realized, as a 
technology-based form of external brain control swept through the advertising indus-
try and American society. When news of subliminal advertising fi rst leaked out some 
time in late 1956, few people were really sure what it was or if it even existed. “For a 
year or so tantalizing rumors have been drift ing around the fringes of Madison Avenue,” 
reported  Business Week  in September 1957, “rumors about a startling kind of ‘invisi-
ble’ advertising that sells products while leaving buyers unaware they are getting a sales 
pitch.” With a press conference held by a never-heard-from-before company named 
Subliminal Projection Inc., in mid-September, however, the cat was fully out of the bag. 
Th e story was all the more interesting given that James Vicary, one of the top motivation 
researchers, was involved. Not just the business press but mainstream media jumped 
on the story, although some reporters, not familiar with the word or how to use it in a 
sentence, did have to look “subliminal” up in a dictionary. Many readers, too, no doubt 
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consulted their handy Webster’s to learn that the word meant “below the threshold of 
consciousness or beyond the reach of personal awareness,” a defi nition that did not ease 
their concerns in the least.   37    

 Subliminal Projection’s big news was that it had conducted a test of subliminal adver-
tising in an undisclosed New Jersey movie theater over a period of six weeks. A “strange 
mechanism” had been fi tted onto the fi lm projector, as reported on the front page of 
the  Wall Street Journal , and, over the next month and a half, 45,699 movie patrons were 
“subjected to ‘invisible advertising’ that by-passed their conscious and assertedly struck 
deep into their subconscious.”   38    Once every fi ve seconds, a message was fl ashed through-
out a fi lm for 1/3000th of a second—too fast to be seen by the human eye but suppos-
edly long enough to be registered in the subconscious of the unsuspecting movie-goers. 
Aft er “COCA-COLA” and “EAT POPCORN” were invisibly blinked on the screen, sales 
of each reportedly jumped (by 18 and 58 percent, respectively), these results quickly 
becoming the talk of not just Madison Avenue but also Main Street.   39    

 Aft er a century or so of lurking in the dark netherworlds of science and psychology, 
subliminal perception had been suddenly thrust into the light of day. With a media sen-
sation on their hands, Vicary and his two partners, industrial fi lm producers Francis 
C. Th ayer and Rene Bras, quickly hired a marketing consultant, Richard E. Forrest, as well 
as a patent attorney, Floyd Crews of Darby and Darby of New York. For the forty-two-year 
old, well-respected Vicary, subliminal perception could be not just his gravy train but a 
way to make history. “If we get a patent,” he said in September, “it will represent the fi rst 
time one has been issued on what is essentially a social invention.” Indeed, some were lik-
ening the situation to Freud receiving a patent on psychoanalysis, with the implications 
for mankind being just as signifi cant.   40    Subliminal Projection was moving quickly to fi nd 
a movie chain willing to screen subliminal messages and to fi nd advertisers interested in 
showing “invisible commercials” in theaters or on television, determined to strike while 
the iron was red-hot. Flashing an image at 1/3000th of a second was not yet possible on 
television, but experts believed some kind of subliminal perception equipment could 
be developed for the medium (which would be able to slip subconscious messages past 
current monitoring methods).   41    Subliminal Projection was testing the use of pictures of 
brands in place of slogans or messages as televisual stimuli, and licking its chops at the 
prospect of fl ashing as many as ten thousand impressions during a fi ft een-hour broadcast 
day (one every fi ve seconds).   42    With subliminal advertising, “the engineering of consent” 
(the title of an essay Bernays wrote in 1947) was seemingly at hand, the realization of 
something dreamed of by modern propagandists for a half century. 

 “Welcome to 1984,” wrote Norman Cousins, editor of  Th e Saturday Review , as soon as 
he got word about the goings-on in subliminal perception. Cousins was just one of many 
among the intelligentsia to take subliminal perception extremely seriously, even though 
there was no real evidence that Vicary’s machine actually worked or that the other tests 
were scientifi cally valid. Vicary had applied for a patent for his invention but did not 
disclose any information about its process, making it impossible for other experts to tell 
whether he could achieve what he said he did. Still, the thought of invisible commer-
cials was terrifying to many, especially to those of the belief that American culture had 
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already become overcommercialized because of television. Cousins worried that not 
being able to see such commercials meant the inability to fi lter out any and all undesir-
able messages, with the implications of this raising all kinds of red fl ags. Subliminal per-
ception was the worst case of “breaking and entering” that could be imagined or, even 
worse, the psychological equivalent to radioactive fallout, he thought. “If the device is 
successful for putting over popcorn, why not politicians or anything else?” he asked 
readers. It was, for Cousins and no doubt many of his readers, the disguising of people’s 
real character that represented the most frightening aspect of subliminal perception.   43    

 An editor for another magazine for brainy types, the  Nation , was similarly distressed 
upon hearing the news of Vicary’s allegedly successful test. Th is writer considered sub-
liminal advertising to be a “hybrid spawn of psychology, Yankee know-how and economic 
enterprise (greed),” a concoction that was bound to have a powerful kick. Even if subliminal 
perception could not make one partial to things one did not already like, as Vicary made 
clear in the press conference, there were plenty of things around that most people did like 
but had the better sense not to buy. “How do we know someone can’t persuade us to mort-
gage our insurance and buy a sports car with the ill-gotten cash?” the editor worried. Such 
out-of-control consumerism would obviously be bad for individuals and the country as a 
whole. Even more alarming was how subliminal perception could be used beyond advertis-
ing and with no intent to create order out of chaos, specifi cally with regard to already tense 
international relations. “If an ad agency can massage our subconscious into thinking that 
another nice, cool glass of beer is just what we want,” the  Nation  continued, “still another 
kind of agency might tickle our egos into thinking that it would be fun to annex Mexico or 
show the Russians who’s boss.” During this especially icy period of the Cold War, “sublimi-
nal advertising is the most alarming and outrageous discovery since Mr. Gatling invented 
his gun,” the magazine concluded. To its many critics, subliminal advertising was much 
more than a clever device to sell more popcorn and Coca-Cola in movie theaters.   44    

 Very soon, however, the fl urry of interest in subliminal perception faded as fast as 
it had risen, with many, by the fall of 1958, convinced it was a not-so-clever magic act. 
“Subliminal advertising, introduced publicly a year ago this week, seems to be going 
nowhere fast,” reported  Ad Age  in its September 15, 1958, issue. Th ere were clear signs 
that the writing was on the wall for subliminal perception. Outlawed in Britain and 
Australia, banned from the American airwaves, and deemed the devil’s handiwork by 
religious leaders, subliminal advertising was having a pretty rotten one-year birthday 
party. Even ad agency execs and psychologists—some of the very people who had the 
most to gain from subliminal perception—had distanced themselves from it, not want-
ing to be associated with such a controversial and, it increasingly seemed, ineff ective 
technique. Even James Vicary, the once beaming father, had recently changed his tune, 
now wanting to have nothing to do with his baby. Th e researcher refused to make any 
more comments to the press on the subject, his dreams for what he thought would be 
his proudest achievement shattered. Vicary had undertaken a new challenge, however, 
which he was excited about: leading a class in motivation research at Fairleigh Dickinson 
University. “I’m much more interested in teaching the kids than the practitioners,” he 
said, his experience suggesting that those who can’t do really do teach.   45    
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 Experiments done by a couple of professors at Indiana University in early 1959 
eff ectively sealed the deal, concluding that subliminal perception had absolutely no 
persuasive powers. Subliminal commercials run on Indianapolis television station 
WTTV did not increase sales of a product or raise ratings of a program, the professors 
found, in as defi nitive a study as ever done. “Subliminal phenomena are apparently lit-
tle more than interesting eff ects which can be produced under laboratory conditions 
or in classroom demonstrations,” they concluded, providing one more nail in sub-
liminal perception’s coffi  n.   46    As if there were any doubts, by 1961, Raymond A. Bauer, 
a social psychologist at Harvard, made it clear that mass brainwashing by subliminal 
advertising was nothing to worry about. “I am skeptical about the extreme pictures 
of hidden persuasion that have been drawn for either the present or future of busi-
ness or politics,” Bauer told a group of hospital administrators, thinking that it was 
highly unlikely a whole society could be controlled psychologically. Although late to 
the party to squash subliminal advertising paranoia, Bauer did have a good read on 
why it had started in the fi rst place. Fears of omnipotent powers-that-be resulted from 
“our primitive anxiety over manipulation” and, more specifi cally, the worry that “we 
have lost control over our own destiny.” His comments are a nice interpretation of 
postwar Americans’ state of mind that had allowed subliminal advertising to grab the 
nation’s attention.   47    

 Although disclosed as a complete hoax, the subliminal advertising craze clearly illus-
trated the perceived power of mass propaganda that heavily defi ned the course events 
between the 1930s and 1950s. Public relations experts of the 1920s, Nazi propagandists, 
and postwar motivation researchers were equally aware of this power, exploiting this 
new instrument to control what political scientist Harold Lasswell called “the mental 
environment.” Propaganda “direct[ed] attention and emotion by bombarding appar-
ently susceptible ‘mass’ audiences with persuasive images and ideas,” Brett Gary wrote. 
Because humans were not nearly as perfect as their machines, a technological approach 
to managing what people believed was required. Mass propaganda was a thoroughly 
modern invention, more powerful than seemingly invincible intellect and reason and 
thus the ideal means to engineer society.   48    

 Versatile, fl exible, and accommodating any cause, mass propaganda morphed and 
shape-shift ed over the course of these decades, adapting to situations with complete dis-
regard for the moral and ethical implications. Mass propagandists also learned as they 
went along, constantly improving their techniques of persuasion until they reached 
their breaking point with the prospect of subliminal perception. Th at mass propaganda 
ran on a parallel course with the rapid rise of a consumption-based culture was hardly 
a coincidence. Each arena was part of the conversion of citizens to consumers and soci-
ety to marketplace. Th e intimate relationship between mass propaganda and psychol-
ogy, especially psychoanalytic theory, was also not by chance. Th e two fi elds fed off  each 
other and shared the common pursuit of fi guring out why people did the things they 
did. Th at these things were oft en irrational (i.e., contrary to the best interests of both 
individuals and groups) makes the cultural dynamics of propaganda one of the most 
compelling historical sites of the twentieth century. 
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 If there was any common thread that tied the many strands of mass propaganda 
together, and I believe there was, it was the shared goal of creating some kind of order 
out of some kind of chaos. “Disorder” in all its forms was the principal enemy of propa-
gandists, something that had to be reduced and ideally eliminated to maximize the odds 
of success, whatever the particular enterprise. Stability, standardization, and uniformity 
were the close allies of mass propaganda, with these in turn leading to the ultimate goals 
of consensus, conformity, and control. With the likes of Facebook and Twitter, chaos 
may have won the communications day, but it was the order to be achieved through 
mass propaganda that signifi ed real power as modernity beckoned.    
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          chapter 15 

 propaganda and 
pleasure:  from kracauer 

to joyce      

 mark   wollaeger     

    Despite the rise of aff ect theory, not to mention recent developments in aff ective neu-
roscience, pleasure is an understudied topic in propaganda studies. What Sianne Ngai 
has termed ugly feelings—the “dysphoric aff ects [that] oft en seem to be the psychic 
fuel on which capitalist society runs,” such as envy, paranoia, and resentment (3)—are, 
understandably, most likely to fi gure in discussions of propaganda. Yet without tapping 
into various forms of pleasure, propaganda would not gain much purchase on society. 
A propaganda that is not reproduced will not be eff ective, and dissemination depends 
as much on pleasure as on uglier feelings. Th e pleasures of mass culture more broadly 
have been addressed by Siegfried Kracauer in “Th e Mass Ornament” (1927), Th eodor 
Adorno and Max Horkheimer in  Th e Dialectic of Enlightenment  (1947), and, as part of 
his ongoing collaboration with Horkheimer, by Adorno in “Freudian Th eory and the 
Pattern of Fascist Propaganda” (1951). Taken together, however, these Frankfurt School 
essays fail to distinguish among various kinds of pleasure, and therefore fail to address 
its variable eff ects. Nor do the essays off er a thoroughly historical account of modern 
propaganda. Perhaps inevitably, given their historical moment and national origin, 
  Adorno and Horkheimer   tend to focus on fascist propaganda and, like Kracauer, pri-
marily on the visual pleasure aff orded by spectacle. But fascist propaganda was only 
one historical descendant of new techniques of propaganda that were developed by the 
British in World War I, and even though the evolution of propaganda in the twentieth 
century did indeed refl ect a broader cultural shift  toward the visual image, Nazi pro-
paganda spectacles do not provide an adequate basis from which to generalize about 
propaganda.   1    With the rise of the information society in the twentieth century and the 
growing dependence of all governments, especially democracies, on mass support, pro-
paganda became an intermedial and transnational phenomenon. Any account of the 
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role of pleasure in propaganda must therefore think beyond the foundation provided by 
the Frankfurt School. 

 Here I hope to begin the project of rethinking the place of pleasure in propaganda 
studies by bringing in a third term, literary modernism, and ultimately, the work of 
James Joyce, whose meditations on propaganda and pleasure in    Portrait of the Artist as 
a Young Man    and    Ulysses    help complicate our understanding of the sources and eff ects 
of pleasure within the media ecology of the twentieth century. Part of what is at stake 
in Joyce is his challenge to the Kantian notion of aesthetic pleasure as a form of unity 
divorced from social confl ict, and in the arc of his thinking from  Portrait  to  Ulysses , 
Joyce not only redefi nes what kinds of pleasure count as aesthetic pleasure but also 
explores links between modernism and propaganda in ways that illuminate shared cir-
cuits of pleasure. In addition to visual pleasure and the contested conceptual terrain of 
aesthetic pleasure, I want to argue for the importance of a concept of cognitive plea-
sure that emerges (though not named as such) from the work of Jacques Ellul. Cognitive 
pleasure, grounded in a hunger for certainty and coherence produced by the rise of 
what later came to be known as information overload,   2    off ers a valuable counterpoint 
to the textual notion of erotic pleasure that has dominated literary studies since Roland 
Barthes’s  Th e Pleasure of the Text  (1973). Pleasure itself has no inherent politics; it is the 
confl ict among diff erent kinds of pleasure that produces variable politic eff ects; and in 
Joyce, I will show, the marshaling of contingent arrays of counter-pleasures contributes 
to the undermining of offi  cial state propaganda. 

 Inasmuch as pleasure always presupposes an object, to speak of  kinds  of pleasure is 
essentially to speak of  sources  of pleasure. In the Western tradition, eff orts to distin-
guish among kinds of pleasure start with Plato, who exalted the true pleasure of wis-
dom from mere shadowy pleasures, such as those provided by the body, a hierarchy 
mirrored in a wide range of ascetic religions, including Buddhism and Christianity. In 
1789, Jeremy Bentham, in order to facilitate the pleasure-pain calculations fundamental 
to Utilitarianism’s goal of maximizing happiness, categorized fourteen kinds of simple 
pleasures, ranging from those provided by the senses, wealth, skill, and amity, to those 
aff orded by imagination, expectation, and relief (chapter V);   3    he did not, however, rank 
them. In 1861 John Stuart Mill supplied Utilitarianism with an explicit hierarchy of 
pleasures—elevating the “higher pleasures” of the intellect over the “lower pleasures” of 
the body (chapter II)—that was consonant with long-standing Stoic assumptions about 
pleasure and with the history of aesthetics in general. To a large degree these assump-
tions map onto twentieth-century disputes about high versus low culture in Britain and 
the United States over the fi rst half of the twentieth century, with the elevated pleasures 
of elite culture valued over the low pleasures of popular and mass culture. By midcen-
tury, however, the sheer momentum of mass culture along with new disciplinary devel-
opments, from cultural studies (e.g., Richard Hoggart’s work on working class culture in 
1957) to feminism (in the 1970s), not only broke down dominant cultural hierarchies 
but forced a correlative reassessment of hierarchies of pleasure. Few literary and cultural 
critics today are likely to invoke hierarchies of pleasure, although hostility to what are 
considered the false pleasures of mass consumption persists in some quarters.   4    
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 Freudian psychoanalysis, despite its complex generation of multiple analytic tools, 
did not in itself radically change discourse about pleasure because Freud’s defi nition of 
pleasure as a drive to satisfy immediate wants while eliminating pain did not diff er fun-
damentally from that found in Epicurus. Specifi c to Freud are the ideas of unconscious 
pleasure and the particularly anhedonic notion that modern civilization’s insistence on 
the renunciation of most pleasures makes anything but episodic happiness impossible. 
More recently neuroscientists have begun to study pleasure, and while much remains 
to be settled, there is substantial agreement that pleasure can indeed be unconscious, 
that diff erent parts of the brain transmit sensory information for diff erent kinds of plea-
surable stimuli, and that what Mill called higher pleasures—for neuroscientists, those 
that involve self-consciousness, abstraction (e.g., linkage between sensory pleasure 
and ideas), and social mediation—may travel through diff erent neural networks or at 
least activate those networks through diff erent mechanisms. As   Morton Kringelbach   
puts it, “higher-order pleasures are likely to be higher-dimensional combinations 
of basic sensory and social pleasures and as such may re-use some of the same brain 
mechanisms” (22).   5    

 Th e need for further thinking about pleasure in propaganda studies is underscored 
by Adorno’s essay on fascist propaganda. Th ose accustomed to the dialectic complex-
ity of Adorno’s aesthetic theory are bound to be disappointed by the degree to which he 
uncritically accepts Freud’s analysis of libidinal bonding in his  Group Psychology and 
the Analysis of the Ego  (1922). Asking what makes the masses masses, Freud invokes 
the pleasure principle—that is, the idea of a primary psychic drive that seeks immediate 
gratifi cation through the reduction of pain or other forms of non-pleasure—to argue 
that individuals become a mass owing to a form of group regression that draws, ulti-
mately, on the primal horde’s fear of the dreaded father. A sadomasochistic desire to 
please the all-powerful father motivates individuals to submit to his authority, and they 
further bond into a “brother horde” owing to the alchemy of negation: in Adorno’s gloss, 
“their coherence is a reaction formation against their primary jealousy of each other, 
pressed into the service of group coherence” (  “Freudian Th eory” 131  ). (Here one might 
note that the umbrella of the pleasure principle shelters a wide range of ugly feelings: the 
existence of “group spirit,” in Freud’s words, “does not belie its derivation from what 
was originally envy” [quoted in   Adorno, “Freudian Th eory” 131  ].) For Adorno, Freud’s 
account of group formation in the primal horde, which he quotes at length, “actually 
defi nes the nature and content of fascist propaganda”; indeed, “it is not an overstate-
ment if we say that Freud, though he was hardly interested in the political phase of the 
problem, clearly foresaw the rise and nature of fascist movements in purely psychologi-
cal categories” (  “Freudian Th eory” 120  ); “all [the propagandists’] standard devices are 
designed along the line of Freud’s exposé” (  “Freudian Th eory” 128  ). Yet Adorno himself 
never advances much beyond psychological categories. 

 Take his momentary puzzlement over how fascist demagogues mastered propa-
ganda techniques that seem to derive directly from Freud without having any systematic 
knowledge of Freudian theory. In a fundamentally circular argument, Adorno suggests 
that it takes one to know one: leader and follower share certain narcissistic needs—both 
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feel the need to consider themselves superior to their brethren; the leader does so by 
leading, the followers by identifying with him—and thus “in order successfully to meet 
the unconscious dispositions of his audience, the agitator so to speak simply turns his 
own unconscious outward” (  “Freudian Th eory” 133  ). It is this line of argument that 
prompted Leo Lowenthal to describe   Horkheimer and Adorno  ’s concept of the “culture 
industry” (in a phrase Adorno himself later adopted) as “psychoanalysis in reverse,” that 
is, as an array of mechanisms that instead of attempting to reveal and cure neuroses and 
complexes aims through “more or less constantly manipulated devices to keep people 
in permanent psychic bondage, to increase and reinforce neurotic and even psychotic 
behavior culminating in perpetual dependency on a “leader” or on institutions or prod-
ucts” (  “Freudian Th eory” 186  ). 

 Insofar as for Adorno fascist propaganda seems merely to be an intensifi ed instance 
of the broader case he and Horkheimer make in    Dialectic of Enlightenment    for  all  
mass culture as a species of propaganda, “Freudian Th eory and the Pattern of Fascist 
Propaganda” is vulnerable to the various critiques that have oft en been directed at the 
concept of the culture industry: for instance, its exclusively top-down model of mass 
culture, its failure to account for any forms of resistance to dominant ideology, and its 
homogenizing of all forms of cultural production; in consequence, as   Andreas Huyssen   
puts it, “emptied subject and totality immobilize each other. Th e world appears frozen 
into nightmare” (23). More important for my purposes here is that Adorno’s reliance 
on Freud’s pleasure principle both delimits the kinds of pleasure propaganda exploits 
and undermines Adorno’s few nods toward the historicization of propaganda. For the 
primacy of regression in Adorno’s argument means that his passing reference to “power-
ful economic and political interests” that superordinate fascist propaganda necessarily 
remains an empty gesture. In fact, Adorno’s own account of Freud indicates that Freud 
himself, uncharacteristically drawn to historical speculation by the cataclysm of World 
War I, comes closer to off ering a strong historical perspective on propaganda than does 
Adorno: “According to Freud, the problem of mass psychology is closely related to the 
new type of psychological affl  iction so characteristic of the era which for socioeconomic 
reasons witnesses the decline of the individual and his subsequent weakness” (  “Freudian 
Th eory” 120  ). Adorno, however, does not, as Ellul later does, work through this insight. 
In the fi nal analysis, it is probably unfair to fi nd too much fault in Adorno’s recycling 
of Freud. Aft er all, owing to his uncanny ability to anticipate and defend against pos-
sible counter-arguments and to incorporate these responses into a seemingly stable yet 
ever-evolving system, Freud may be one of the most rhetorically powerful theorists ever 
to write. So if Adorno tends to submit to Freud with something like the sadomasochistic 
gratitude he ascribes to followers of fascism, he would not be the fi rst. 

 A more discriminating historical account of pleasure can be found in Siegfried 
Kracauer’s analysis of the visual pleasures of mass culture in his 1927 essay “  Th e Mass 
Ornament  .” Prophetic in many ways, Kracauer’s analysis of the precisely synchronized 
movements of chorus dancers, or Tiller Girls, provides a blueprint for later discussions 
of the propaganda spectacles of National Socialism (and, as many have noted, antici-
pates aspects of Horkheimer and Adorno’s argument in    Dialectic of Enlightenment   ). 
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Th e repetitive moments and geometrical patterns performed and embodied by chorus 
girls produce a “mass ornament” that is at once “the aesthetic refl ex of the rationality to 
which the prevailing economic system aspires” and a source of “ aesthetic  pleasure” that 
is “ legitimate ” (79; emphasis in original). Th at is, precision dancing is the aesthetic cor-
relative to Taylorization, with the alienated assembly-line workers mirrored in a dance 
performance in which the dancers remain unaware of the larger totality; and yet unlike 
educated spectators who dismiss such performances as mere distraction,   Kracauer   val-
ues the pleasure produced by the mass ornament because the performance is true to the 
historical reality of rationalization it expresses (78–79). “When signifi cant components 
of reality become invisible in our world,” he argues, “art must make do with what is left , 
for an aesthetic presentation is all the more real the less it dispenses with the reality out-
side the aesthetic sphere”; better the historical truth of the Tiller Girls than “outdated 
noble sentiments in obsolete forms” (79). 

 Kracauer’s introduction of the concept of a “legitimate” aesthetic pleasure is directed 
in part against the denigration of mass culture as deception that would later characterize 
  Adorno and Horkheimer  ’s culture industry, but it also lays the ground for a challenge 
to Kant’s notion of the aesthetic as a disinterested realm set apart from the utilitar-
ian world—purposiveness without purpose. Seeing through to the historical truth of 
modernity, the Tiller Girls as mass ornament make possible, however faintly (but cer-
tainly more so than older aesthetic forms), social transformation.   Kracauer  ’s implied 
hierarchy of pleasure thus bears some resemblance to Mill’s ranking of pleasures in 
Utilitarianism insofar as legitimate aesthetic pleasure is associated with historical truth 
as opposed to the putatively lower pleasures of the body. 

 And yet the higher “degree of reality” expressed by the mass ornament is not the purely 
mental or abstract truth prized by Mill, and Kracauer’s diff erence from Mill on this score 
complicates the valence of pleasure in his argument. On one hand, the rationaliza-
tion Kracauer fi nds expressed in the mass ornament is not Enlightenment rationality 
but rather a specifi cally capitalist rationality that Horkheimer and Adorno would later 
indict as instrumental reason. Th us when   Kracauer   claims that the mass ornament does 
not rationalize “too much but rather  too little ,” he is gesturing, as   Miriam Hansen   has 
argued, toward a more desirable form of reason, one that “refl ects upon its own contin-
gency, goals, and procedures”: “Th e mass ornament embodies the incomplete advance 
of rationalization—that is, one without self-critical reason—by stopping halfway in the 
process of demythologization and thus remaining arrested between the abstractness 
endemic to capitalist rationality and the false concreteness of myth” (  Hansen 50  ). On 
the other hand, Kracauer’s writing about the Tiller Girls only two years earlier indicates 
that he is also attracted to that which resists rationalization (whether instrumental or 
self-critical): sensual, embodied reality. Writing in 1925 of “a delightful Taylorism of the 
arms and legs, mechanized charm,” and of a technologized art “whose grace is seduc-
tive, grace that is genderless because it rests on the joy of precision,” Kracauer sees in 
standardization, in Hansen’s summary, “a sensual celebration of collectivity, a vision, 
perhaps a mirage, of equality, cooperation, and solidarity. It is also a vision of gender 
mobility and androgyny (girls dressed as sailors)” (  Hansen 45  ). Th e aesthetic pleasure 
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that Kracauer values in the Tiller Girls in “Th e Mass Ornament” may be accorded supe-
rior status owing to its purchase on reality, but its power to project “a vision, perhaps 
a mirage” of an egalitarian future is grounded in the body and its sensual engagement 
with the world. Revising Mill’s hierarchy of pleasure, Kracauer thus frees the aesthetic 
from its Kantian cage through the agency of pleasure and reverses the dominant asso-
ciation of high culture with higher pleasure. 

 In his famous artwork essay (1935),   Walter Benjamin   develops the suggestion in 
Kracauer of the possibility of “something like a self-articulation of the masses” in mass 
culture (Hansen 53) by arguing that mass cultural forms such as posters have the poten-
tial to foster the development of self-conscious political movements through mass 
reception. More important for my purposes here, though, is that the fi nal paragraph of 
the essay pushes the transformation of Kantian distance further, to the point of implo-
sion. Th e Russian futurists, represented by Marinetti, expect “war to supply the artistic 
gratifi cation of a sense perception that has been changed by technology,” and Benjamin 
understands this aesthetic as the logical “consummation of ‘ l’art pour l’art’ ”: humanity’s 
“self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience its own destruction 
as an aesthetic pleasure of the fi rst order.” Th e notion that modern man experiences in 
images of war or even in war itself a kind of pleasure more appropriate to works of art 
turns aesthetic distance into a kind of perversity. But here’s where a Frankfurt School 
blind spot becomes most apparent. Like Kracauer and Adorno, Benjamin turns to fas-
cism as the other: “Th is is the situation of politics which Fascism is rendering aesthetic. 
Communism responds by politicizing art” (242). In the former case, the fusion of art 
and politics is eff ected by propaganda; in the latter case, propaganda does not count 
as propaganda because it is Soviet, and the fusion it eff ects is good because it col-
lapses aesthetic distance, producing, presumably, a form of pleasure opposed to fascist 
self-destruction. It should come as no surprise, then, that Kracauer and Benjamin loved 
Soviet cinema—in particular Eisenstein’s montage techniques—and no doubt would 
be displeased by the notion that their pleasure was derived from a fi lmic modernism 
mass-produced for the Soviet working class for propagandistic political ends.   6    

 Here the relevance of modernist aesthetics begins to come into view. One of the key 
antinomies structuring modernism as a fi eld derives from its simultaneous embrace and 
rejection of Kantian aesthetic autonomy. One strand takes the Kantian perspective to its 
logical extreme, seeing the artwork as autotelic: the literary text is a verbal icon, a paint-
ing is “about” its medium specifi city as a fl at surface daubed with pigment. Another 
strand of modernism goes to the opposite extreme by attempting to break down the 
boundaries between art and life that keep pictures in frames and fi ctions within the 
well-policed zone of the literary.   7    Joyce’s work has been taken, quite properly, to exem-
plify both poles of this contradiction; but before turning there, I need to bring in Jacques 
Ellul’s work on propaganda, which not only suggests why modernism and propaganda 
should be considered two sides of the same coin of modernity; it also develops a richer 
account of propaganda and pleasure than is found in the Frankfurt School. 

   Ellul   wants to revise the standard notion of the propagandist as an active agent work-
ing on the passive addressee by showing that in modern technological society people 
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 desire  propaganda because it provides otherwise unavailable forms of gratifi cation. As 
for Freud, pleasure for Ellul largely means the reduction of anxiety and pain, and he also 
posits the existence of unconscious desires; but unlike Freud, or Adorno’s elaboration 
of Freud, Ellul discusses in detail the objective and subjective dimensions of the decline 
of the individual in mass society. Th e key objective condition is the rise of information. 
In what amount to a deconstruction of the distinction between information and propa-
ganda, Ellul argues that with too much information available about issues that are too 
complex to grasp without sustained study and focus, “to the average man who tries to 
keep informed, a world emerges that is astonishingly incoherent, absurd, and irrational, 
which changes rapidly and constantly for reasons he cannot understand” (145). In con-
sequence, “he feels his weakness, his inconsistency, his lack of eff ectiveness. He realizes 
that he depends on decisions over which he has no control, and that realization drives 
him to despair” (140). Ellul faced the diffi  culty of sorting out truth from fi ction in the 
Cold War; now, as I write this, few citizens are able to understand the various fi nancial 
scandals that have rocked the global economy since 2000. Lacking a clear framework 
or established perspective on undigested facts, individuals hunger for coherence and 
affi  rmation of self-worth: “the more complicated problems are, the more simple expla-
nations must be; the more fragmented the canvas, the simpler the pattern; the more 
diffi  cult the question, the more all-embracing the solution; the more menacing the 
reduction of [one’s] own worth, the greater the need for boosting [one’s] ego” (  Ellul 146  ). 

 One may question the absolutism of Ellul’s conclusion: “All this propaganda—and 
only propaganda—can give” (146). Ellul assumes that “religious beliefs . . . have dis-
appeared almost entirely” (153), but what may have been true in Cold War France or 
England has never been true in the United States, and neither Ellul nor other diagnosti-
cians of secularization foresaw the growth of, say, Catholicism in Africa or the spread of 
Islam across the world. Yet the force of Ellul’s argument that people  want  propaganda 
remains. Anyone who balks at the seeming elitism of his claim that “the majority pre-
fers expressing stupidities to not expressing any opinion: this gives them the feeling of 
participation” (140) need only listen to talk radio in the United States or glance at the 
London daily tabloids. Or to put it another way, to what extent has the Internet made 
most citizens better informed? In Ellul’s pessimistic analysis, mass media can be consid-
ered both cause and cure of what might be called informatic dissonance: “information 
not only provides the basis for propaganda but gives propaganda the means to operate; 
information actually generates the problems that propaganda exploits and for which it 
pretends to off er solutions” (113–114). One of the key pleasures of propaganda, then, 
lies in the eff ectiveness of its simulacrum of mastery. 

 What Ellul terms the subjective dimension of the individual’s desire for propaganda 
elaborates the aff ective component of the information-propaganda matrix. Propaganda, 
Ellul observes, gives citizens increasingly deprived of traditional forms of support, such 
as church, family, or village life, precisely what they need: personal involvement in pub-
lic events and a justifi cation for otherwise useless feelings of anger and resentment. Th e 
reorganization of forms of community in the early twentieth century—whether one 
calls it a move from organic to mechanical, from  Gemeinschaft   to  Gesellschaft  , from 
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country to city, or whether one invokes tropes such as deracination or unhinging—gen-
erated high levels of negative aff ect. Paramount for Ellul is the individual’s experience 
of existential diminishment, of an inward void, and he lists a range of social factors, 
from mechanization and regimentation to poor housing conditions and the prolifera-
tion of bureaucratic authorities, that contribute to “the feeling of being unimportant” 
(149): “He feels the most violent need to be re-integrated into a community, to have a 
setting, to experience ideological and aff ective communication” (148). Such feelings of 
 anomie  produce an excess of negative aff ect that in turn elicits new mechanisms of bind-
ing. Th ese re-channelings of excess aff ect generate pleasure, and the kinds of pleasure 
off ered by propaganda, Ellul argues, are more powerful than other kinds. Mass culture, 
for instance, gets short shrift : “Th ough some routes of escape exist—the movies give 
the viewer a chance to experience self-esteem by identifi cation with the hero, for exam-
ple—that is not enough. Only propaganda provides individuals with a fully satisfactory 
response to his profound need” (149). In one of his more arresting statements, Ellul con-
cludes that “ propaganda is the true remedy for loneliness ” (148; emphasis in original). 

 Ellul’s accounts of modern alienation suggest that, at one level, propaganda can be 
considered the antidote to ills described in modernism. As much as J. Alfred Prufrock 
needs a dating service, he needs to lose his moody brooding by enlisting in the war 
eff ort. In this sense modernism and propaganda appear to assume antithetical rela-
tions to pleasure. But given modernism’s embrace of contraries, the matter is far more 
complex.   Lionel Trilling  , in a representative account of modernism in 1963, argued that 
modernism had turned away from the false pleasures of commodity culture (or “spe-
cious good”) in order to “seek gratifi cation in—to use Freud’s word—unpleasure” (179). 
Trilling alludes here to Freud’s supplement to the pleasure principle, the death drive the-
orized in  Beyond the Pleasure Principle  (1920) (though nowhere does Freud use the word 
“unpleasure”). Yet for Trilling, unpleasure simply amounts to a higher pleasure, a form 
of “gratifi cation” that is not just diff erent but superior to those off ered by the culture of 
consumption and more popular forms of art. Trilling’s Freudian account of modern-
ism’s antagonism toward pleasure necessarily remains with the logic of pleasure insofar 
as the death drive itself aims for gratifi cation through a return to a primal unity through 
repetition (in this instance the homeopathic reproduction of modern discomforts in lit-
erature). It is also clear that modernism off ers a wide array of pleasures more commonly 
linked to the pleasure principle, whether through the violation of taboos against explicit 
representations of sexual pleasure or through libidinal gratifi cations off ered by the var-
iegated sensory immediacy of impressionist style. Th e antithetical relation between 
modernism and propaganda in relation to pleasure is thus only partially accurate. 

 Th e deeper connection between modernism and propaganda turns on two issues 
articulated in Ellul: the emergence of the information society, and propaganda’s dialecti-
cal relation to gratifi cation. Anticipating Ellul, the modernist novelist and theorist Ford 
Madox Ford spoke for many when he complained in 1911 that readers of newly domi-
nant popular newspapers were “overwhelmed every morning with a white spray of facts” 
(  Ford,  Critical Attitude , 125  ). With the journalistic ancestors of today’s tabloids spewing 
so much decontextualized information at their readers, Ford despairs at ever achieving 
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the full understanding he attributes to the great minds of the Victorian era. It is not sur-
prising, then, that when the British government turned to Ford among many other writ-
ers as part of its massive propaganda campaign in World War I, Ford responded eagerly 
with two full-length books designed to propagate particular views about the relative 
merits of German and French culture: his own need for coherence could be reprojected 
outward as propaganda. Consider in this context T. S. Eliot’s famous remark that Joyce’s 
“mythic method” in  Ulysses  made art possible in the modern world by giving “a shape 
and signifi cance to the vast panorama of futility and chaos which is contemporary his-
tory” (  “ Ulysses , Order, and Myth” 177  ). Where better, then, to turn for consoling myths 
during war than the modernists? Th e propagation of too much information by the 
media creates a need for the propagandistic simplifi cations disseminated by the media, 
and such strategic simplifi cations also foster a receptive audience for the deep structures 
of signifi cance posited by modernism. 

 But, to give one last turn to the screw, if propaganda, as Ellul argues, provides plea-
sures that modernity otherwise tends to thwart, he also points out that propaganda 
simultaneously contributes to the alienation it exploits by making promises that cannot 
be kept. One thinks, for example, of the self-defeating dynamic of anti-Islamic prejudice 
in the U.S. post-9/11: clearly many U.S. citizens have found pleasure in feeling united 
against a stigmatized cultural and religious other; yet the same impulse produces anger 
and resentment, particularly against the government, with the realization that the per-
ceived threat can never be completely eliminated—or at least will not be eliminated 
without impossibly extreme measures—and thus elicits desire for more of the assur-
ances off ered by propaganda. Both modernism and propaganda can be understood not 
only as modes of solace but as amplifi cations of civilization’s disenchantment with itself. 
  
 From the perspective of modernists themselves, propaganda operated less as an index 
of absolute diff erence than as a proximate other, an other so diff erent and yet so close 
that it had to be acknowledged in order to be rejected. In the late nineteenth century, 
propaganda was a relatively innocuous term that most oft en designated persuasive 
information or mere boosterism; by the mid-twentieth century, in the wake of Nazi 
and Soviet propaganda, the word had acquired the sinister connotations so familiar in 
today’s world of government-sponsored fake news, doctored facts, and witless politi-
cal slogans. Th e word’s strongly negative connotations today, themselves the product of 
the last century, have a lot to do with the sense that propaganda and modernism must 
inhabit entirely separate cultural domains. 

 And yet, given the increasing usage of the word “propaganda” over the fi rst few 
decades of the twentieth century,   8    it was inevitable that the word would fi nd its way into 
discourses on aesthetics. Oscar Wilde’s 1891 preface to  Th e Picture of Dorian Gray , an 
important document in the history of modernist aesthetics, inveighed against moral-
izing in art, declaring not only that “no artist has ethical sympathies” but also that “all art 
is quite useless” (139). But by 1914, Ford, making a similar point, asserted the following 
axiom to explain why “an author-creator . . . may not indulge in the expression of any 
prejudices or like any one of his characters more than any other”: “He must not write 
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propaganda” (   Critical Writings  69, 54  ). What Wilde called the ethical and others called 
the didactic gradually came to be subsumed under the umbrella term “propaganda” to 
such an extent that Ford, writing from within propaganda’s boom years, was ready to 
dismiss Victorian literature tout court as a form of propaganda unfi t for the brave new 
world of modernism. If in the thirties many artists rallied behind the common slogan 
“all art is propaganda,” for others art was precisely what propaganda was not. 

   Clive Bell  ’s sense of the relationship in 1914 was representative of his moment. In  Art , 
published just as the biggest propaganda campaign the world had ever seen was about 
to be unleashed by Britain, Bell off ers an account of “signifi cant form,” a key concept in 
Bloomsbury modernism and the history of formalism. Bell’s account implicitly theo-
rizes aesthetic autonomy as a defense against persuasion through the isolation of what 
he calls “aesthetic emotion.” According to Bell, everyday emotions “may move us . . . in 
a hundred diff erent ways, but they do not move us aesthetically.” Mere “descriptive” art 
may move us in an everyday, persuasive fashion, but true art does not convey infor-
mation, ideas, or emotions; true art is rather the object of emotion (  Bell 3–17  ). Th at is, 
like T. S. Eliot’s “objective correlative,” a term he coined in 1919 (and then never used 
again), art neutralizes the persuasive or kinetic eff ects of emotion by fusing it with the 
object of representation (  Eliot, “Hamlet”  ). Both Bell and Eliot here follow the dominant 
post-Kantian association between aesthetic experience and disinterestedness. In   Joyce’s 
 A Portrait of the Artist as Young Man   , Stephen Dedalus draws on Aquinas to articulate 
what amounts to a perfectly Kantian notion of the aesthetic when he associates beauty 
with “the luminous silent stasis of esthetic pleasure” (231). 

 Yet under the pressure of early twentieth-century modernity, as Kracauer sensed, the 
opposition between the aesthetic as a realm of pleasure set apart from utility and propa-
ganda as the domain of rhetoric became both highly charged and unstable. To explore 
this nexus, I will return to Stephen’s aesthetic theory in  Portrait  in order to show how the 
dialectic between modernism and propaganda registers in the structure of the novel, 
and then to some scenes of political oratory in  Ulysses  in which Joyce engages with the 
aff ective dimension of modernism and propaganda by complicating the notion of aes-
thetic pleasure that Stephen advances in  Portrait . 

 If rigorous accounts of pleasure have been missing from propaganda studies, literary 
studies to date have not advanced too much further. As   Catherine Belsey   has recently 
argued, pleasure as pleasure, unsupported by uplift ing pieties, is something of an embar-
rassment for criticism, even a scandal. But even if institutional contexts (e.g., universi-
ties, government oversight agencies) tend to insist that pleasure be moralized, Belsey 
argues instead of translating pleasure into “terms that replace delight with another, more 
solemn, state of mind, a condition we might identify as akin to pleasure, perhaps, but 
not the thing itself,” criticism ought to work harder to understand how pleasure works in 
order “to account for fi ction’s appeal” (6, 123). 

 In the absence of a fully worked-out account of the pleasures of fi ctionality, Roland 
Barthes’s landmark  Th e Pleasures of the Text  (1973) remains a useful starting point. 
Although Barthes distinguishes between the French “ jouissance ,” translated (by 
Richard Miller) as “bliss,” and “ plaisir ,” translated as “pleasure,” the distinction is far less 
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important than many appropriations of Barthes might suggest. In general, Barthes val-
ues  jouissance , with its connotations of orgasm, over  plaisir , a more passive experience 
of enjoyment, but he also suggests that pleasure, like the beautiful, makes bliss, like the 
sublime, possible. Indeed, Barthes explicitly acknowledges the distinction’s primarily 
heuristic nature and frequently uses the terms interchangeably.   9    Th e fact of the distinc-
tion remains important, though, insofar as it posits not only a spectrum of pleasures but 
also forms of confl ict among diff erent kinds of pleasure. Bliss itself, in Barthes’s theory 
of textual pleasure, depends on a kind of confl ict associated with the contact, or rubbing 
together, of diff erent linguistic and cultural codes, by which he means everything from 
diff erent levels of style to divergent kinds of words (e.g., the cliché versus the neolo-
gism) to hybrid generic experiments. Th e most important form of friction for Barthes is 
produced by what he calls two edges of culture and language, “an obedient, conformist, 
plagiarizing edge,” and another that is “blank, mobile (ready to assume any contours), 
which is never anything but the site of its eff ect” (6). Pleasure of the sort Barthes calls 
bliss disappears when these edges—or seams where diff erent kinds of language have 
been broken and provisionally rejoined—stop rubbing together. 

 Barthes provides a hinge between Ellul and Joyce. On one hand, the textual dynamic 
captured by the term bliss amounts to an account of modernism’s investment in linguis-
tic play, montage, and collage. On the other hand, the concept also recalls Ellul’s divided 
sense that propaganda at once cures the modernist bewilderment produced by techno-
logical society—people fi nd themselves “in a kind of kaleidoscope in which thousands 
of unconnected images follow each other rapidly” (avant-garde fi lm, perhaps?) and 
the world comes to look like “a  pointillist  canvas” (145)—and contributes to the desire 
for coherence that it shares with modernism. Culture’s polymorphic impulse (“blank, 
mobile”)  requires  the counter pressure of linguistic norms (“obedient, conformist, pla-
giarizing”) in order to produce a kind of pleasure that Barthes believes is subversive of 
dominant attitudes, conventions, and beliefs. 

 For Barthes and a wide range of postmodern thinkers, from Jacques Derrida to 
Jacques Lacan, Joyce is the poster boy for textual bliss. He is also—and this is less widely 
seen—an acute critic of propaganda and its pleasures. Although Britain’s unprecedented 
propaganda campaign in World War I focused most intensely on the United States, the 
Irish were targeted as well, many of whom were sympathetic to Germany as the enemy of 
their enemy. Propaganda, as Ellul emphasizes, exploits the pleasure to be found in iden-
tifi cation with something larger than oneself, particularly at a time when other forms of 
collectivity seem elusive, and it does so, he believes, more eff ectively than mainstream 
cinematic entertainment. Unsurprisingly, Joyce is less inclined than Ellul to discount 
the kind of identifi cation proff ered by aesthetic experience, and in this he seems closer 
to the perspective of   Gayatri Spivak  , who has suggested that over the long haul litera-
ture may yet remain the most potent form of propaganda: “Th e successful reader learns 
to identify implicitly with the value system fi gured forth by literature through learn-
ing to manipulate the fi gures, rather than through (or in addition to) working out the 
argument explicitly and literally, with a view to reasonable consent. Literature buys your 
assent in an almost clandestine way, and therefore is an excellent instrument for a slow 
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transformation of the mind” (56). In  Portrait , Joyce explores the ambivalent pleasure to 
be found in the internalization of authority. In  Ulysses,  structural and stylistic innova-
tions disrupt the processes of identifi cation that propaganda exploits by providing alter-
native yet complementary pleasures.  Portrait  marks an earlier phase of Joyce’s project of 
distanciating ideology in which the pleasures of the mass cohesion are allowed to lin-
ger longer than they do in  Ulysses . Focused exclusively on the subjectivity of Stephen 
Dedalus,  Portrait  anatomizes the full range of Stephen’s pleasures, from the sensual plea-
sures of sex and the mental pleasures of theory, both of which he indulges deeply, to the 
more elusive and (for him) ambivalent pleasures of sociality and national identity. 

 Joyce oft en used the trope of the voice to suggest that individual consciousness is a 
cacophony of public voices inhabiting the seemingly private theater of the mind. In 
 Portrait  the struggle among competing perspectives plays out in Stephen’s eff ort to fi nd 
his own voice within the babble that speaks within. Th us as Stephen struggles toward 
his vocation, he hears the call of other voices: “While his mind had been pursuing its 
intangible phantoms . . . he had heard about him the constant voices of his father and 
of his masters, urging him to be a gentleman above all things and urging him to be a 
good catholic above all things” (88). Joyce clearly understood what all propagandists 
know: “the persuader,” as   Garth Jowett and Victoria O’Donnell   put it, “is a voice from 
without, speaking the language of the audience . . . within” (34). Th rough much of 
 Portrait  Stephen fi nds himself overwhelmed by competing authorities that produce “the 
din of all these hollowsounding voices” (88). Some of Stephen’s earliest memories derive 
from his struggle to understand symbols tied to propaganda wars over Irish national 
autonomy: Dante’s maroon and green brushes, for example, symbols of Michael Davitt 
and Charles Stuart Parnell, become symbols of Church and State that echo long aft er 
Dante tears off  the green velvet backing of Parnell’s brush. When the battle boils over 
at Christmas dinner, Stephen is confused—“Who was right then?” (35)—and in a 
moment that anticipates the linguistic play of  Ulysses , he tries to resolve his confusion 
by engaging with the sensual immediacy of tropes caught up in the debate. Musing 
over a metaphor in the litany of the Virgin Mary, Stephen remembers playing games 
with Eileen: “she had put her hands over his eyes: long and white and thin and cold and 
soft . Th at was ivory: a cold white thing. Th at was the meaning of  Tower of Ivory ” (35). 
Stephen’s pleasure in language is soon destroyed, however: though Mr. Casey’s stirring 
denunciation of the clergy momentarily brings a “glow” to Stephen’s cheek—“the spo-
ken words thrilled him”—ultimately the violent confrontation with Dante leaves his 
face “terrorstricken” (38, 39). Language for Stephen thus becomes a domain in which 
diff erent kinds of pleasure register competing claims: to theorize about aesthetics, as he 
does at length in chapter 5, provides purely cerebral pleasure derived from what he 
understands as conceptual precision (“Aristotle has not defi ned pity and terror. I have” 
[221]); to write a villanelle about a love interest produces “ecstasy” (237). 

 At the heart of the novel, an under-discussed episode not only settles the question 
of who was right during the Christmas dinner dispute, at least for a time; it also reveals 
the terrifying power of the conformist edge of culture. Precisely in the middle of the 
narrative, the religious retreat renews Stephen’s faith in God through what amounts to 
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a series of atrocity stories, a staple of propaganda. Reactivating the original meaning 
of propaganda, the retreat features three long sermons that are entirely worthy of Pope 
Gregory XV’s eff orts centuries earlier to propagate the faith. Aft er being treated to a 
vision of hell in which “brains are boiling in the skull, the heart in the breast glowing and 
bursting, the bowels a redhot mass of burning pulp, the tender eyes fl aming like molten 
balls,” Stephen is haunted by waking dreams of “goatish creatures with human faces” 
that frighten him back onto the path of righteousness (130, 148). Stephen’s prospects 
for purging these images begin to look up in the next chapter when the rector, turn-
ing from fear to the lure of power, tries to draw Stephen into the priesthood. As if fol-
lowing the precepts of Ellul, the rector off ers Stephen a vision of agency in a world that 
otherwise does not have much use for him: “No king or emperor on this earth has the 
power of the priest of God” (171). As in the Christmas dinner scene, pleasure registers 
on Stephen’s cheek, where “a fl ame [begins] to fl utter” (171). As Stephen feels drawn to 
the rector’s lure, he imagines himself performing the sacrament, and “his will seemed 
drawn forth to encounter reality” (172). Although Stephen luxuriates in the prospect 
of “secret knowledge and secret power” (173) that would land him fi rmly in the insti-
tutional embrace of the Church, moments later, as he steps outside, a breath of fresh air 
and a few bars of music are enough to dissolve “the fantastic fabrics of his mind” (173). 

 Still, what Stephen later calls the “nets” of “nationality, language, religion,” all of 
which promise the pleasure of existing within a stable order, are not so easily unwo-
ven (220).   10    When challenged by his classmate MacCann on his refusal to sign a peace 
petition, the contrast between Stephen’s ironic disdain and the eager credulity of the 
bystander Temple seems to leverage him out of the dispute: “[Stephen’s] smiling eyes,” 
we read, “were fi xed on the silverwrapped tablet of milk chocolate which peeped out 
of the propagandist’s breastpocket”; meanwhile Temple, poised between them, seemed 
“to try to catch each fl ying phrase in his open moist mouth” (212). Although Stephen, 
unlike Temple, isn’t biting, he blushes yet again when MacCann dismisses his urbane 
resistance: “Metaphors!. . .,” says MacCann, “Come to facts” (214). It is to be expected 
that the propagandist will deploy facts—indeed, the manipulation of facts (as opposed 
to the repetition of outright lies) is one of the techniques that the British pioneered in 
World War I—but the appeal is one Stephen knows well from his own experience. Aft er 
his turn as the headmaster in the Whitsuntide play, Stephen attempts to dispel roman-
tic illusion, associated by MacCann with metaphor, through the bracing aroma of the 
real: “horse piss and rotted straw. . . .,” thinks Stephen. “It is a good odour to breathe. It 
will calm my heart” (91). But as the novel’s insistent dialectical scheme reveals, neither 
fact (the brute reality of Dublin, hard currency, or, by extension, literary Naturalism) 
nor metaphor (literary romance, divine grace, or Symbolism) can guarantee the auton-
omy—the ability to resist infl uence—that he so desires. 

 In a world in which MacCann as propagandist is simply the local agent of a global 
phenomenon, nothing remains innocent of political infl ection. When Cranly thrusts 
a handball between Stephen and MacCann as “a peace off ering” (214), he seems to 
say: “Relax; all this is just a game.” But handball was one of the games revived as a gesture 
of cultural nationalism by the Gaelic Athletic Association; moments later, as if drawn 
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by the magnetic pull of national desires for autonomy, Stephen arrives at, of course, a 
handball match where he fi nds Davin, whose attempt to enlist the aspiring artist in the 
nationalist cause impels Stephen to condemn his native land as “the old sow that eats 
her farrow” (220). Irish autonomy, it would seem, can exist only at the expense of his 
own. When Stephen announces his intention in the novel’s penultimate diary entry “to 
encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience,” the “reality” he seeks is not 
the romantic nationalism urged by Davin, or the sacramental reality off ered by the rec-
tor. Rather, it is something like “the misrule and confusion of his father’s house and the 
stagnation of vegetable life” (176). And yet in that same diary entry Stephen’s notori-
ous desire “to forge in the smithy of [his] soul the uncreated conscience of [his] race” 
suggests why in  Ulysses  he is still trying to kill what he calls the priest and king within. 
Stephen’s failure to sustain a rigorously ascetic life aft er the retreat—almost comically 
undone by his response to a voluptuous girl on the beach—foretells the persistence of 
his ambivalence toward church and state: the pleasure off ered by the internalization of 
authority is not so easily undone. 

 Th e ambiguous fate of Stephen’s quest for individual autonomy in  Portrait  can 
be linked to Stephen’s aesthetic theory, expounded in chapter 5 in conversation with 
Lynch, and Bell’s theory of objectifi ed emotion in  Art . “Th e feelings excited by improper 
art,” Stephen proclaims, “are kinetic, desire or loathing. . . . Th e esthetic emotion . . . is 
therefore static” (222). To adopt Stephen’s scholastic logic:  as signifi cant form is to 
everyday emotions that, in Bell’s words, “move us in a hundred diff erent ways,” so 
Stephen’s theory of aesthetic stasis is to the kinetic scene of propaganda (the retreat) 
that splits the novel in two. In other words, just as the growing pressure of propaganda 
informs Bell’s theory of signifi cant form, so the pressures of the kinetic, whether in the 
form of Stephen’s desire for women or in calls to nationalism, elicit Stephen’s overin-
vestment in stasis. 

  Ulysses  advances a good deal beyond what Stephen calls “the luminous silent stasis of 
esthetic pleasure” to tell a yet more complex story about relations among modernism, 
pleasure, and propaganda. Th e newspaper episode in particular—“Aeolus,” in which 
gathered journalists take turns performing famous bits of Irish political oratory—is cru-
cial in this context. Setting aside all the pertinent things one could say here about mass 
communication and the mechanization of language in the episode, about the appro-
priateness of locating a meditation on propaganda in a newspaper offi  ce, as well as the 
issues of censorship (propaganda’s conjoined twin) that have already been discussed by 
  Cheryl Herr   and others,   11    I will instead turn to John F. Taylor’s speech, as performed by 
Professor MacHugh, and to Stephen’s response, which takes the form of a parable. 

 MacHugh performs a version of Taylor’s 1901 speech in favor of reviving the Irish lan-
guage. Th e original speech, delivered in the Law Students’ Debating Society, was never 
recorded, but Richard Ellmann has done scholarship a service by publishing a newspa-
per account of the speech that was fi rst published in a letter to the  Manchester Guardian  
and then circulated widely in a 1904 or 1905 pamphlet.   12    Ellmann off ers what has been 
the standard account of the speech: namely, that Joyce improves the style of the speech 
he puts in MacHugh’s mouth even as he casts doubt on its content by means of mocking 
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descriptions of “witless shellfi sh” swimming in the “gross lenses” of MacHugh’s glasses 
and through Stephen’s skeptical thoughts in response:  “Noble words coming. Look 
out” (7: 826, 836).   Ellmann   concludes that while Joyce rejected the argument for Irish 
over English, he welcomed Taylor’s analogy between the Irish and captive Israel—and 
indeed, Joyce is here signaling some of symbolic architectonics of the novel: Greek is 
to Roman as the Jews are to Egypt as the Irish are to the British; Parnell is an avatar of 
Moses and so on (   Consciousness of Joyce  34–39  ). 

 One sees Ellmann’s point: the Irish language isn’t really Joyce’s deepest concern here. 
 Pleasure  in language is, and Joyce’s impulse to mock the most persuasive piece of oratory 
in an episode devoted to rhetoric is revealing. What I want to suggest is that Joyce is mea-
suring his own textual practice against the kinetic power of propaganda, and that the 
diff erence between his practice and Taylor’s hinges on pleasure, or, more precisely, on 
kinds of pleasure. Earlier in the episode, when J. J. O’Molloy expresses some admiration 
for the sound of Latin, MacHugh, sensitive to the pressures of empire he locates in both 
English and Latin, cautions that “We mustn’t be led away by words, by sounds of words” 
(7: 484–85). Moments later, however, Stephen, having heard O’Molloy recite a polished 
period from a famous murder case, responds precisely to the sound of words, much as 
he did years earlier at Christmas dinner: “Stephen, his blood wooed by grace of language 
and gesture, blushed” (7: 776). Probably it is the Paterian cadences of O’Molloy’s per-
formance that make Stephen swoon, but the moment cannot be dismissed as an ironiz-
ing of Stephen as aesthete. As playful as Joyce was in revision while loading the episode 
with rhetorical devices that sometimes take on a kind of extra-diegetic autonomy—
“Grossbooted draymen rolled barrels dullthudding out of Prince’s stores and bumped 
them up on the brewery fl oat. On the brewery fl oat bumped dullthudding barrels rolled 
by grossbooted draymen out of Prince’s stores” (7: 21–24)—the rhetorical eff ects of 
language on the assembled listeners are oft en rendered palpable within the diegesis. 
Stephen, as he is wont to do, blushes in response to O’Molloy, but Joyce permits no such 
response to MacHugh’s even more polished performance, at least not on Stephen’s part. 
Th e rest of the audience aff ords MacHugh the pleasure of respectful silence followed by 
O’Molloy’s wistful regret that “he”—Parnell as Moses—“died without having entered the 
land of promise” (7: 872). Joyce’s ironic framing of the speech thus invites us to see these 
men in light of their predecessors in the  Dubliners  story “Ivy Day in the Committee 
Room”: foolish windbags more likely to wax nostalgic about bygone eras than actually to 
do anything about the future. 

 And yet Joyce knew well the potential power of graceful words poured into what 
Stephen, linking mass political rallies to violence and betrayal via  Hamlet , imagines as 
“Miles of ears of porches” (7: 881). So Taylor’s speech must be challenged in one last 
way, and it is through Stephen’s answering performance,  “A Pisgah Sight of Palestine or 
the Parable of the Plums .” Stephen’s “vision,” as he calls it, raises the question of the rela-
tionship between propaganda and parable. Propaganda oft en makes use of parables, but 
unlike Stephen’s, propaganda’s parables tend to resemble those that appear in the New 
Testament. When Jesus tells his exemplary mini-narratives, his fi gurative meanings are 
clearly decoded by literal explanations: “he that received seed into the good ground is he 
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that heareth the word, and understandeth it” (Matthew 13:23). Th is is the sort of parable 
Ford tells in his propaganda books: a neighbor plunges a carving knife into someone’s 
eye over dinner: “Th at,” Ford concludes, “is pretty much the case of Germany . . . and 
I do not see that much further comment is called for” (  Ford,  Between St. Dennis and 
St. George , 154–155  ). Unlike Jesus, patient in his exegesis, or Ford, belligerent in his, 
Stephen is closer to Nietzsche, whose riddling parables, as Hillis Miller has observed, 
cannot easily be glossed because their language is not mere linguistic clothing designed 
to shield a naked truth that can easily be revealed in the form of the literal (169–170). 

 Th is is not to say that Stephen’s parable remains entirely opaque. Its title, revealed 
by Stephen aft er the performance, allows MacHugh at least to see the connection with 
Taylor’s speech—the Irish, fi gured in two Dublin virgins who climb to the top of Nelson’s 
pillar and spit plum stones down to the sidewalk, will not, like Parnell and Moses, make 
it to the promised land as long as they remain stupefi ed by the phallic spectacle of British 
power. Th e professor thus gets a certain amount of hermeneutic pleasure, as professors 
will, from the sudden decoding of what presumably seemed rather enigmatic in the 
telling. But there’s no reason to think anyone else does. O’Molloy merely looks “weary” 
and says nothing; Myles Crawford, already drunk at midday, seems attuned only to the 
sexual innuendo of virgins sitting atop a tall pillar with plum juice trickling down their 
chins. Indeed, Stephen seems to have improved his relation to his audience only margin-
ally from his morning lesson at the school, where he inwardly laments, having told a 
joke well over his students’ heads, that there is “no-one here to hear” (2: 42). He will not 
do much better later in the library either, where he publically disavows his own theory of 
Shakespeare in order to defl ect embarrassment over having failed to persuade anyone. 

 Th e variety of pleasures at work in this sequence of performances cannot be reduced 
to an opposition between bliss and pleasure. Taylor’s speech, for instance, provides plea-
sure by eff ectively binding its listeners into a politico-cultural group—cultural nation-
alists—united against British oppression. Stephen, in contrast, responds not to the 
pleasure of cohesion but to the bliss of language: he likes the sound and feel of Seymour 
Bush’s words independently of their meaning or their power to persuade. But, moving 
beyond representations of divergent forms of response, how might we classify the kinds 
of pleasure produced in the reader in response to  Ulysses  itself? 

 What’s striking in this context is that Taylor’s propaganda piece stands on its own with 
a kind of self-suffi  ciency that Stephen’s modernist parable lacks. Perhaps for that reason, 
when Joyce was asked recite part of  Ulysses  into a tape recorder, he chose MacHugh’s 
performance of Taylor’s speech. Stephen’s parable of the plums, in contrast, has an aft er-
life in criticism mainly because it is complexly embedded in chains of signifi cation that 
oft en operate independently of the represented minds of the characters: the plum stones 
link to the motif of Plumtree’s Potted Meats to Bloom’s refl ections on Blazes Boylan—
“He gets the plums, and I the plumstones” (13: 1098–1099)—to the vision Stephen and 
Bloom share near dawn of “the heaventree of stars hung with humid nightblue fruit” 
(17: 1039), and so on; and these motifs in turn link to themes of sexuality, fertility, 
and rebirth. One might say that in  Ulysses  the din of voices that oppresses Stephen in 
 Portrait  becomes more like what Barthes calls “the vertical din” of language emanating 
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from the axis of selection ( Pleasure  12)—that is, from the endless layers of unselected 
lexical options that are technically absent yet nevertheless made present through their 
resonance with choices made elsewhere. Rendering the reader increasingly sensitive 
over the course of the narrative to what Stephen imagines in “Nestor” as “ousted pos-
sibilities,” Joyce’s text produces a vertical din, or hum of signifi cation, that both exceeds 
narrative and depends on it; and the interaction between narrative and noise is neither 
pleasure nor bliss but both, and more. 

 To put this dynamic into the larger context of modernism and propaganda: propa-
ganda operates in part through the internalization of authority by promoting strategic 
forms of group identifi cation.  Ulysses , for all its diffi  culty, hooks its readers by means 
of narrative pleasure that depends on a similar kind of identifi cation. Th e eff ectiveness 
of Joyce’s narrative strategy, the fact that by building up so densely realized a world in 
the fi rst nine episodes he frees himself to experiment in the next nine without entirely 
sacrifi cing the pleasure aff orded by more conventional narratives, has a lot to do with 
why so many people still read  Ulysses  outside the academy, while comparatively few read 
 Finnegans Wake  or Gertrude Stein’s  Th e Making of Americans.  Once the hook is set, and 
readers are primed for the struggle of reconstructing character out of the increasingly 
noisy narrative discourse, Joyce makes use of the dilated space between discourse and 
narrative event in order to anatomize the mechanics of identifi cation and narrative plea-
sure on which his own narrative, and propaganda, depend. But the danger that this kind 
of pleasure may lead to overinvestment in authority fi nds expression in the phantasma-
goria of “Circe” when Bloom, accosted by the night watch, is “declined” case by case like 
a Latin noun—“Bloom. Of Bloom. For Bloom. Bloom.”—until he reaches, appropriately 
enough, the accusative, and he is put on trial (15.677). Th e lesson here is the felt need for 
identifi cation may turn subjects into objects when power relations between them shift  
too much to one side: when the watch stop Bloom, the moment of identifi cation is, in 
multiple senses, a moment of arrest.   13    Th is danger is counterpoised against the style and 
wit of Joyce’s “declining” of Bloom, which at once playfully literalizes MacHugh’s fears 
about the imperial power of Latin and English and testifi es to the operation of a linguis-
tic pleasure that threatens to dissolve identifi cation. 

 I need to emphasize here that I do want to be understood as reproducing the post-
structuralist bias against realism, which itself reproduces something like Ford’s mod-
ernist suspicion that Victorian fi ction amounts to a form of propaganda. In other words, 
“classic realism” does not necessarily (as   Colin McCabe argued in 1974   it does) fi x “the 
subject in a point of view from which everything becomes obvious” (16). Realism, aft er 
all, has its own modes of estrangement.   14    Rather, Joycean modernism is not simply a 
negation of realism and a refusal of its pleasures but a complex hybrid of realist and 
non-realist modes that we have come to call modernism, and it is the dynamic interac-
tion of these modes and their correlative pleasures that ensures the dialectical engage-
ment of  Ulysses  with propaganda. To return to this nexus in “Aeolus”:  the riddling 
character of Stephen’s parable aligns it with Nietzsche and therefore with a recogniz-
ably modernist idiom.   Daniel Tiff any   explores the notion of the riddle and the enigma 
in connection with modernist poetry, arguing that with secularization “art  becomes  a 
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riddle—something incomprehensible—with the sublimation of its magical properties” 
(S156). Or to put it in Adorno’s terms, “Art is what is left  over aft er the magical and cult 
functions of archaic art have fallen by the wayside” (   Aesthetic Th eory  185  ). Viewed from 
this perspective, Stephen’s parable begins to look like an exemplary instance of modern 
parable as an eff ort to reconjure aura from enigma. Professor MacHugh’s ritual recita-
tion, which aims to conjure the lost presence of John F. Taylor, has all the aura of a card 
trick seen several times too oft en: too oft en reproduced, its aura, as Benjamin would put 
it, withers. Th e speech remains eff ective as propaganda, however, insofar as it is still able 
to summon a pleasing chain of identifi cations—Parnell as Moses as Irish republican citi-
zen yearning for autonomy. 

 Maybe in this instance, then, Joyce shows himself to be as good a propagandist as he is 
a modernist. By ironizing Taylor’s propaganda within his modernist mode, Joyce under-
mines the persuasive power of Taylor’s oratory. And yet by choosing to record it, Joyce 
provides what all propaganda demands: reproduction. Mechanically reproduced and 
audible to this day, Taylor’s spoken words are not, as Stephen assumes they will be, “gone 
with the wind” (7: 880).    

      Notes   

       1  .  For more on this big picture, see my    Modernism, Media, and Propaganda   .   
       2  .  Alvin Toffl  er popularized the term in    Future Shock  (1970)  , but discussions of the problem 

begin to emerge in the fi rst decades of the twentieth century.   
       3  .  “Simple” in this context does not imply a hierarchy but simply designates something like 

“foundational”; Bentham notes he does not have space to consider “complex pleasures,” by 
which he means experiences produced by two or more of the simple pleasures (chapter V, 
n. 36).   

       4  .  Webb notes that disdain for the pleasures of consumption became a common trope in 
discussions of aesthetic value and reception as early as the Romantics.   

       5  .  See the fi rst two chapters of Kringelbach and Berridge for an overview of current work on 
the neurobiology of pleasure.   

       6  .  I thank Jennifer Fay for her contribution to this paragraph.   
       7  .  Although some critics, notably Bürger, distinguish between modernism and the 

avant-garde precisely on these grounds, I use “modernism” here to designate a broader 
fi eld of contradictions that characterize cultural production across Europe, the Americas, 
and parts of Asia from roughly 1880 to 1945.   

       8  .  A Google Books Ngram search of one million books in English shows a sharp increase 
from 1900 to 1920, followed by a momentary dip aft er World War I, and then another sharp 
increase that peaks around 1941; by 2000, usage returns to about the 1920 rate.   

       9  .  Although Modleski points out that “whenever Barthes touches on the subject of mass 
culture, he is apt to draw a fairly strict line—placing pleasure on the side of the consumer, 
and jouissance in contrast to pleasure” (765).   

       10  .  Although language seems the odd one out here, Stephen is referring primarily to the Irish 
language, which at that time was being promoted as fundamental to the possibility of an 
Irish cultural renaissance.   
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       11  .  In addition to   Herr, 67–95  , see   Lawrence, 55–79  .   
       12  .  For the full story of the speech’s transmission, see Bender. Th e version Joyce read was very 

likely written by Roger Casement, and the complexity of its transmission is part of the 
meaning of its performance: it was frequently reproduced, orally and textually.   

       13  .  Th is is precisely the charge that Bersani, ignoring counter-dynamics in the novel, levels 
against  Ulysses.    

       14  .  See, for instance, the introduction by Esty and Lye to a special issue of    Modern Language 
Quarterly  on “peripheral realisms,”   which aims to counter what the editors describe as a 
modernist-infl ected “reading against realism” in post–Cold War criticism.           

 Works Cited 

      Adorno ,  Th eodor W.     Aesthetic Th eory  . Trans.   Christian   Lenhardt  . Ed.   Gretel   Adorno   and   Rolf  
 Tiedemann  .  London :  Routledge and Kegan Paul ,  1984 . 

   Adorno ,  Th eodor W  . “ Freudian Th eory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda .”   Th e Essential 
Frankfurt School Reader  . Ed.   Andrew   Arato   and   Eike   Gebhardt  .  New York :   Continuum , 
 1982 .  118–137 . 

   Adorno ,  Th eodor W.  , and   Max   Horkheimer  .   Dialectic of Enlightenment  . Trans.   John   Cumming  . 
 New York :  Continuum ,  1989 . 

   Barthes ,  Roland  .   Th e Pleasure of the Text  . Trans.   Richard   Miller  .  New York :  Hill and Wang ,  1975 . 
   Barthes ,  Roland  .   S/Z: An Essay  . Trans.   Richard   Miller  .  New York :  Hill and Wang ,  1974 . 
   Bell ,  Clive  .   Art  .  New York :  Frederick A. Stokes ,  1914 . 
   Benjamin ,  Walter  . “ Th e Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction .” 1935. 

  Illuminations  . Trans.   Harry   Zohn  .  New York :  Schocken ,  1968 . 217–251. 
   Bender ,  Abby  . “ Th e Language of the Outlaw:  A  Clarifi cation .”   James Joyce Quarterly    44    

(2007): 807–812. 
   Belsey ,  Catherine  .   A Future of Criticism  .  West Sussex, UK :  Wiley-Blackwell ,  2011 . 
   Bentham ,  Jeremy  .   An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation  . Rpt. of 1823 edition. 

 Oxford :   Clarendon Press ,  1907 .  http://www.econlib.org/library/Bentham/bnthPML.html  
(accessed July 22, 2012). 

   Bersani ,  Leo  . “Against  Ulysses .”   Raritan    2    (1988 Fall):  1–32 . 
   Bürger ,  Peter  .   Th eory of the Avant-Garde  . Trans.   Michael   Shaw  .  Minneapolis :   University of 

Minnesota Press ,  1984 . 
   Eliot ,  T. S.   “ Hamlet .”   Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot  .  1923 . Ed.   Frank   Kermode  .  New York :  Harcourt, 

Brace, Jovanovitch , 1975.  45–49 . 
   Eliot ,  T. S.   “ Ulysses , Order, and Myth.” 1923.   Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot  . Ed.   Frank   Kermode  . 

 New York :  Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovitch ,  1975 .  175–178 . 
   Ellmann ,  Richard  .   Th e Consciousness of Joyce  .  New York :  Oxford University Press ,  1977 . 
   Ellmann ,  Richard  .   James Joyce: New and Revised Edition  .  Oxford :  Oxford University Press ,  1982 . 
   Ellul ,  Jacques  .   Propaganda:  Th e Formation of Men’s Attitudes  .  1962 . Trans.   Konrad   Kellen  . 

 New York :  Vintage , 1973. 
   Esty ,  Jed  , and   Colleen   Lye  . “ Introduction:  Peripheral Realisms Now .”   Modern Language 

Quarterly    73 ,  no. 3  (2012):  255–268 . 
   Ford ,  Ford  Madox (Hueff er) .   Between St. Dennis and St. George: A Sketch of Th ree Civilizations .  

 London :  Hodder and Stoughton ,  1915 . 
   Ford ,  Ford  Madox (Hueff er) .   Th e Critical Attitude  .  London :  Duckworth ,  1911 . 

15_Castronovo_CH15.indd   29615_Castronovo_CH15.indd   296 9/30/2013   4:32:48 PM9/30/2013   4:32:48 PM

http://www.econlib.org/library/Bentham/bnthPML.html


propaganda and pleasure  297

   Ford ,  Ford  Madox (Hueff er) .   Th e Critical Writings of Ford Madox Ford  . Ed.   Frank   MacShane  . 
 Lincoln :  University of Nebraska Press ,  1964 . 

   Freud ,  Sigmund  .   Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego  . Trans.   James   Strachey  . 
 London :  International Psychoanalytical  Press,  1940 . 

   Hansen ,  Miriam Bratu  ;   Dimendberg ,  Edward   (Editor).   Weimar and Now: German Cultural 
Criticism:  Cinema and Experience:  Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Th eodor 
W. Adorno  .  Berkeley :  University of California Press ,  2011 . 

   Herr ,  Cheryl  .   Joyce’s Anatomy of Culture  .  Urbana :  University of Illinois Press ,  1986 . 
   Huyssen ,  Andreas  .   Aft er the Great Divide:  Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism  . 

 Bloomington :  Indiana University Press ,  1986 . 
   Jowett ,  Garth S.  , and   Victoria   O’Donnell  .   Propaganda and Persuasion  .  London :  Sage ,  1999 . 
   Joyce ,  James  .   Finnegans Wake  .  1939 .  New York :  Penguin , 1976. 
   Joyce ,  James  .   A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man  .  1916 .  New York :  Penguin , 1993. 
   Joyce ,  James  .   Ulysses: Th e Corrected Text  .  1922 .  New York :  Random House , 1986. 
   Kracauer ,  Siegfried  .   Th e Mass Ornament:  Weimar Essays  . Trans. and ed.   Th omas Y.   Levin  . 

 Cambridge :  Harvard University Press ,  1995 . 
   Kringelbach ,  Morten L.  , and   Kent C.   Berridge  .   Th e Pleasures of the Brain  .  Oxford :   Oxford 

University Press ,  2010 . 
   Lawrence ,  Karen  .   Th e Odyssey of Style in “Ulysses.”    Princeton :  Princeton University Press ,  1981 . 
   Lowenthal ,  Leo  .   An Unmastered Past:  Th e Autobiographical Refl ections of Leo Lowenthal  . 

 Berkeley :   University of California Press ,  1987 .  http://ark.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/ft 8779p24p/  
(accessed July 25,  2012 ). 

   McCabe ,  Colin   “ Realism and the Cinema: Notes on Some Brechtian Th eses .”   Screen    15 , no.  2  
(1974):  7–27 . 

   Miller ,  J. Hillis  . “Parabolic Exemplarity: Th e Example of Nietzsche’s  Th us Spake Zarathustra .” 
  Unruly Examples: On the Rhetoric of Exemplarity  . Ed.   Alexander   Gelley  .  Stanford :  Stanford 
University Press ,  1995 . 162–174. 

   Miller ,  John Stuart  .   Utilitarianism  . 7th Edition. Reprinted from  Fraser’s Magazine . 
 London :   Longmans, Green, and Co. ,  1879 .  http://www.gutenberg.org/fi les/11224/11224-h/
11224-h.htm  (accessed July 22, 2012). 

   Modleski ,  Tania  . “ Th e Terror of Pleasure: Th e Contemporary Horror Film and Postmodern 
Th eory .”   Film Th eory and Criticism  . 6th Edition. Ed.   Leo   Braudy   and   Marshall   Cohen  . 
 New York :  Oxford University Press ,  2004 . 

   Ngai ,  Sianne  .   Ugly Feelings  .  Cambridge :  Harvard University Press ,  2005 . 
   Spivak ,  Gayatri Chakravorty  . “ Th e Burden of English .”   Postcolonial Discourses  . Ed.   Gregory  

 Castle  .  Oxford :  Blackwell ,  2001 .  54–72 . 
   Tiff any ,  Daniel  . “ Rhapsodic Measures .”   Critical Inquiry  .  34 , no.  S2  (Winter  2008 ): S146–S169. 
   Toffl  er ,  Alvin  .   Future Shock  .  New York :  Random House ,  1970 . 
   Trilling ,  Lionel  . “ Th e Fate of Pleasure:  Wordsworth to Dostoevsky .”   Partisan Review    30    

(1963):  167–191 . 
   Webb ,  Samantha  . “ Exhausted Appetites, Vitiated Tastes: Romanticism, Mass Culture, and the 

Pleasures of Consumption .”   Romanticism and Pleasure  . Ed.   Th omas H.   Schmid   and   Michelle  
 Faubert  .  New York :  Palgrave Macmillan ,  2010 . 149–166. 

   Wilde ,  Oscar  .   Th e Portable Oscar Wilde  . Ed.   Richard   Aldington  .  New York :  Penguin ,  1955 . 
   Wollaeger ,  Mark  .   Modernism, Media, and Propaganda: British Narrative from 1900 to 1945  . 

 Princeton :  Princeton University Press ,  2006 .       

15_Castronovo_CH15.indd   29715_Castronovo_CH15.indd   297 9/30/2013   4:32:48 PM9/30/2013   4:32:48 PM

http://ark.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/ft8779p24p/
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/11224/11224-h/11224-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/11224/11224-h/11224-h.htm


15_Castronovo_CH15.indd   29815_Castronovo_CH15.indd   298 9/30/2013   4:32:48 PM9/30/2013   4:32:48 PM



p a r t  i i i

THEORIES AND 
METHOD OLO GIES

16_Castronovo_CH16.indd   29916_Castronovo_CH16.indd   299 9/30/2013   4:34:34 PM9/30/2013   4:34:34 PM



16_Castronovo_CH16.indd   30016_Castronovo_CH16.indd   300 9/30/2013   4:34:35 PM9/30/2013   4:34:35 PM



          chapter 16 

 “the world’s  greatest 
adventure in 

advertising”:  walter 
lippmann’s  critique 

of censorship and 
propaganda    

    sue curry jansen    

                     [T] here is no way of evading the fact that liberty is not so much permis-
sion as it is the construction of a system of information increasingly inde-
pendent of opinion. 

  —Walter Lippmann,  Liberty and the News    1     

 Aft er World War I  private industry converted wartime technology to 
peacetime use. And they also applied wartime propaganda methods to 
launching peacetime services and products. 

  —Edward Bernays,  Biography of an Idea    2      

The Great War, as the First World War was known to those who experienced it, is 
regarded as a transformative moment in human history. It marked the end of the 
Western world’s faith in the inevitability of human progress; it was the fi rst industrial 
war; the fi rst total war in which civilians as well as combatants were deliberately tar-
geted; and it was also the fi rst global information war. 

 Propaganda and even psychological warfare are ancient arts that played important 
roles in warfare long before there was a critical vocabulary to describe these activi-
ties. During the First World War, however, they were practiced on a scale never before 
imagined as modern technological and organizational knowledge and resources were 
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eff ectively mobilized to “fi ght the Hun.” So, eff ectively, in fact, that aft er the war, German 
generals and some independent analysts claimed the war was not lost in the trenches 
but in the minds of the German people, who succumbed to British and American 
propaganda. 

 Th e generals were determined that this would never happen again. German author-
ities not only mastered propaganda tactics and strategies, they perfected them in the 
next decade and a half. Th is was not just a defensive eff ort to determine how things went 
wrong in 1914–1918 and to rectify a strategic knowledge gap; once the Nazis came to 
power, they looked beyond military science to Madison Avenue and Hollywood to cre-
ate deadly new forms of spectacle. 

 Th e Allies also reconsidered the propaganda successes of the Great War, some tri-
umphantly, others with sober regrets as they reassessed the Faustian powers that they 
had helped to organize and unleash. Th e most prominent postwar critic of America’s 
wartime propaganda machinery was young Walter Lippmann (1889–1974). A nation-
ally prominent fi gure while still in his early twenties, Lippmann was involved in the 
propaganda eff ort at multiple levels. First, he was a founding editor of  Th e New Republic  
magazine, which had strongly advocated U.S. entry into the European war. Second, 
the Wilson administration asked Lippmann to create a plan for a publicity bureau to 
deal with war information, although it did not adopt his plan. Th ird, Lippmann was the 
youngest member of a secret government group, the Inquiry, which draft ed Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points, establishing the U.S. terms for ending the hostilities. Some of his word-
ing was used in President Wilson’s famous speech clarifying the U.S. position.   3    Fourth, 
he served as a captain in the army intelligence unit, the Military Intelligence Branch, 
which wrote propaganda leafl ets urging German soldiers to surrender. Fift h, he was 
a strong critic of the propaganda activities of the Committee on Public Information 
(CPI), set up by the Wilson administration to mobilize public support for the war, con-
veying his concerns privately to the administration during the war and publicly aft er 
the Armistice. 

 Lippmann was deeply disillusioned by his wartime experience:  by the enormous 
success of America’s propaganda eff orts, by the suppression of free expression by the 
president that he had so enthusiastically supported, by the administration’s decisions 
to deploy the U.S. military to Russia and Siberia to bolster anti-Bolshevik forces dur-
ing the Russian Civil War and to deceive the American public about the purposes of 
the invasion, by the administration’s mismanagement of negotiations at Versailles, by 
the poor performance of the press during the war and at the peace conference, and by 
his own susceptibility to propaganda.   4    He identifi ed with the so-called lost generation 
of the 1920s and spent the postwar years assessing what had happened to American 
democracy during the war and what it revealed about the nature of public opinion in the 
emerging age of mass communication. 

 Woodrow Wilson, celebrated by the French press as “the prince of peace” when he 
arrived at the Versailles peace talks in 1918 and the titular author of the slogan “the 
war to end all war,” bears ultimate responsibility for the violence done to language and 
liberty by the new machinery of propaganda.   5    His deputies; Colonel House, his chief 
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advisor, and George Creel; a former muckraking journalist who headed the CPI, actu-
ally implemented “America’s First Propaganda Ministry,” as the CPI was known by 
insiders.   6    Th e CPI controlled all domestic U.S. propaganda during the war and devel-
oped a vast international network for the distribution of American propaganda that 
extended as far as Russia. 

 Under critical fi re from the Republican Congress, which suspected the CPI 
was embellishing President Wilson’s achievements to advance the interests of the 
Democratic Party, the CPI was abolished immediately aft er the signing of the Armistice. 
Republican loyalists accused Creel of corruption, patronage, and press censorship, 
which he denied.   7    To defend himself, as well as the thousands of writers, artists, and 
ordinary citizens who voluntarily participated in the CPI’s eff orts, Creel quickly pro-
duced a book,  How We Advertised America  (1920), which described in great detail the 
CPI’s work, albeit in hyperbolic terms.   8    Despite Creel’s self-promoting bravado, it pro-
vides a valuable inventory of the vast scale of the CPI’s eff orts. 

 Most members of the CPI contributed their eff orts on a voluntary basis while con-
tinuing their regular careers, so that even participants who were sincerely motivated by 
patriotism sometimes found that their government work and their corporate interests 
intersected in opportunistic ways. Some of those opportunities bore immediate fruits, 
but the greatest rewards were harvested in the postwar period when America became 
the media capital of the world. For aspiring “captains of consciousness,” service on the 
CPI was the networking opportunity of a lifetime. It also off ered state-of-the-art train-
ing in advanced techniques of mass persuasion, as well as privileged access to startling 
evidence of the apparent gullibility of the American public.   9    

 Aft er the war, many former members of the CPI turned the propaganda skills that 
they had acquired during the war to civilian use by becoming corporate propagan-
dists: the term Edward Bernays used openly to describe his activities as late as 1928.   10    
In addition to Bernays, who claimed the title of “father of public relations,” other pio-
neers of public relations, including Carl Byoir and Arthur Page, were also alumni of 
the CPI, as was John Young, founder of the Young and Rubicam advertising agency. 
In less than a century, the corporate propaganda business has gone from a distinctly 
American practice, primarily focused on undermining the labor movement and pro-
moting pro-business policies and public attitudes, to a global enterprise that, by one 
estimate, employs as many as four-and-a-half million practitioners.   11    Th is spectacular 
growth led the author of a recent scholarly article to proclaim triumphantly, “We are 
all in PR now.”   12    

 Th is chapter examines the propaganda of the Great War and its aft ermath, which 
created the template for government- and corporate-mediated propaganda that is 
still with us today, albeit in much more technologically advanced forms. Yet, what 
CPI historians James Mock and Cedric Larson wrote in 1939, as America was fac-
ing the prospect of another world war, is as true today as it was then: “if another war 
should come to this country, no American would need to read the story of the CPI. 
He would be living it.”   13    Indeed, it is remarkable how many of the jingoistic propa-
ganda techniques that were used in the Great War reappeared in eerily familiar forms 
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in the United States in the immediate aft ermath of the 2001 terroristic attacks: tech-
niques that continue to fuel Islamophobia in the United States and Europe today. 
Retrospective examination of this template is useful precisely because it exposes the 
present architecture of our propaganda and promotional culture in a simpler more 
transparent form. In its early incarnation, this template came under intensive postwar 
scrutiny by Congress and regulatory agencies, as well as by critics like Lippmann and 
John Dewey.   14    Th at scrutiny fueled intense interest in propaganda research during the 
interwar period and inspired a national movement to educate citizens to resist propa-
ganda.   15    But that movement was terminated by its organizers when it became appar-
ent that America was mobilizing to enter the Second World War. When the war was 
over, the animus cultivated by wartime propaganda was rechanneled into Cold War 
hostilities just as hatred of the Hun was immediately transferred to the “Red Peril” 
aft er the First World War. 

 Th e application of “wartime propaganda methods to launching peacetime services 
and products” has continued without interruption since the Great War. Creel proudly 
claimed that the CPI elevated advertising to the status of a respectable profession. 
Although Walter Lippmann did not share Creel’s enthusiasm and would certainly not 
have bestowed the mantle of professionalism upon advertising, he did not object to 
advertising as long as it was not advertising disguised as news. Public relations  is  adver-
tising disguised as news; as such, it violates the tenets of information transparency 
upon which Lippmann believed a workable democracy depends. It contaminates news 
at its source. 

 Few writers of clear, luminous, critical prose have been subjected to as much mis-
interpretation as Lippmann. His propaganda critique has been inverted in ways that 
obscure its critical power and its continuing relevance. His near contemporaries, 
Bernays and political scientist Harold Lasswell, co-opted Lippmann’s analysis and 
turned his critique of propaganda into an apology for it. Th eir inversion was widely 
accepted, and it continues to be reproduced and amplifi ed by media critics and schol-
ars today.   16    

 To fairly grasp Lippmann’s intent, it is necessary to return his argument to the his-
torical context in which it originated, to carefully attend to his use of language, and to 
position Lippmann’s propaganda critique in relation to the broader objectives of his 
larger body of work. To achieve these ends, the chapter will (1) describe the U.S. govern-
ment’s propaganda eff orts during the Great War in some detail; (2) review Lippmann’s 
wartime experience, which was the immediate impetus for his interest in propaganda 
and public opinion; (3) examine the development of Lippmann’s propaganda critique by 
focusing primarily on two early eff orts,  Liberty and the News  (1919–1920) and “A Test of 
the News,” co-authored with Charles Merz (1920), which were essential, but frequently 
neglected, stepping stones to Lippmann’s great theoretical synthesis,  Public Opinion  
(1922); and (4) briefl y attempt to counter a few of the many layers of misunderstanding 
that have accumulated around Lippmann’s work.    
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      The Great War and the Committee on 
Public Information   

 Th e Spanish-American War (1898) is known as the “newspaper war” because fl amboy-
ant publisher William Randolph Hearst claimed credit for producing it. Hearst exag-
gerated, but that war did demonstrate that when nationalism, capitalism, and modern 
communication technologies work together, they can produce very eff ective war 
machines. Th ose responsible for planning America’s entry into the Great War sought to 
ensure total cooperation among these forces. 

 Woodrow Wilson ran for reelection in 1916 on the slogan, “He kept us out of war.” 
A month aft er his inauguration, the president told a joint session of Congress that “the 
world must be made safe for democracy” and asked that body to approve a declaration 
of war against Germany, which it did on April 6, 1917. Wilson’s advisors encouraged 
him to form a panel of prominent citizens, intellectuals, and journalists to oversee war 
information, but he rejected this plan. A week aft er the declaration, George Creel, man-
ager of Wilson’s campaign publicity and a longtime supporter, was appointed chairman 
of the CPI. He later described the CPI’s charge as

  the fi ght for the minds of men, for the “conquest of their convictions” . . . the 
battle-line ran through every home in every country. . . .What we had to have was 
no mere surface unity, but a passionate belief in the justice of America’s cause that 
should weld the people of the United States together into one white-hot mass instinct 
with fraternity, devotion, courage and deathless determination.   17     

 Creel’s industrial metaphor is telling: totalitarian in conception, it views the public as 
raw material to be reengineered to the CPI’s specifi cations. 

 In addition to Creel, the president also appointed the Secretary of State, the Secretary 
of War, and the Secretary of the Navy to the CPI. According to Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing, however, with the president’s approval, “Mr. Creel soon assumed all authority 
and ran the Offi  ce of Public Information in accordance with his own ideas.”   18    In eff ect, 
the CPI preempted the State Department’s public diplomacy role. 

 Claiming that the generals were clamoring for censorship of the press, Creel framed 
himself, disingenuously, as a champion of the free press.   19    Instead of government cen-
sorship, imposed by the generals, he advised “voluntary” media self-censorship, based 
on guidelines created by the CPI. Similarly, he declared that the CPI would not practice 
propaganda “as the Germans defi ned it, but propaganda in the true sense of the word, 
meaning the ‘propagation of faith.’ ”   20    But the president also created a Censorship 
Board and appointed Creel to it. Th e dual role allowed him to claim disingenuously 
that CPI’s censorship was voluntary, but his membership on the Censorship Board 
gave Creel the authority to request that the Justice Department bar any publication 
from the mails.   21    
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 Th e power of the CPI was further augmented by a series of immediate, but unre-
lated, presidential proclamations directed at enemy aliens, primarily unnaturalized 
German immigrants. Congress also enacted emergency laws, including the Espionage 
Act, the Trading-with-the-Enemy Act, and the Sedition Act, which made it a crime 
for anyone to criticize the president, Congress, the government, the constitution, the 
military, or the fl ag.   22    Th ousands of aliens were deported and hundreds of people, 
including Eugene Debs, Max Eastman, Scott Nearing, and radical labor leader “Big 
Bill” Haywood, were arrested and prosecuted for violations that carried sentences of 
up to twenty years. 

 Th e CPI itself had two major sections, Domestic and Foreign, with each having at 
least two dozen divisions within it. Th e immediate goal of the Domestic section was to 
convert or suppress opponents of the war, especially German Americans who might 
harbor sympathy for their mother country; Irish Americans because Ireland was 
neutral and the Irish were agitating for separation from Britain; African Americans, 
despite a pledge by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) to support the war, since many were rightly skeptical about Wilson’s crusade 
to make the “world safe for democracy” when they had yet to experience democracy at 
home; and pacifi sts, socialists, and labor groups who saw the confl ict as the “Capitalists’ 
War.”   23    Th e CPI soon penetrated every aspect of American life, using every available 
form of media, recruiting artists, writers, scholars, journalists, cartoonists, the fi lm 
and advertising industries, clergy, school teachers, citizen volunteers, women’s clubs, 
and virtually anyone who had access to an audience, however small. School teachers 
were provided with suggested lesson plans. Radical professors were purged from uni-
versities.   24    Th e foreign-born were pressured to buy war bonds to prove their loyalty, 
and the CPI helped establish loyalty leagues among members of every ethnic group of 
European extraction. 

 If “truth is the fi rst casualty of war,” language is its weapon. For example, war under-
taken in the name of peace led the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace to sus-
pend its mission and turn over its facilities and personnel to the government for the 
duration. Churches celebrated “War Sunday.”   25    Th e CPI strategy of producing central-
ized guidelines for shaping uniform public opinion was emulated by some states and 
municipalities, and many private groups conducted their own patriotic campaigns, 
including the Red Cross, YMCA, Salvation Army, Knights of Columbus, the Jewish 
Welfare Board, and others, thus producing a multiplier eff ect. Some localities outlawed 
teaching German, speaking German in public, and performing German music; sauer-
kraut was renamed “liberty cabbage” and hamburgers “liberty sandwiches.” Th e CPI 
recruited more than 75,000 volunteers to serve as Four-Minute Men, who gave talks 
promoting the war eff ort in movie theaters and other gathering places. It provided them 
with outlines for major themes, a list of “important points for all speakers,” and “sug-
gestions for opening words and phrases.”   26    At fi rst, the CPI advised the Four-Minute 
Men to stick to the facts, but, by 1918, they were encouraged to use atrocity stories.   27    Th e 
Speakers Division and the Four-Minute Men eff ectively achieved the uniformity and 
reach of mass communication before radio broadcasting.   28    
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 Th e Division of Advertising urged patriotic publishers to donate advertising space 
to the war eff ort, and, by war’s end, eight hundred publishers of newspapers, maga-
zines, trade papers, and other publications had donated space. Billboards, streetcars, 
post offi  ces—virtually every place the public gathered—displayed CPI materials, and 
every form of mass entertainment promoted patriotic unity. Th e Division of Cartoons, 
for example, issued a weekly Bulletin for Cartoonists that coordinated the work of the 
nation’s cartoonists; it identifi ed desirable themes and specifi c messages that the car-
toons should carry.   29    Traveling war expositions held exhibits in all the major cities. Th e 
Division of Films produced propaganda fi lms, and the major fi lm stars of the day—
Th eda Bara, Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, and Mary Pickford—energetically 
promoted the purchase of Liberty Bonds, illustrating the emerging power of celebrity 
testimonials. Export licensing agreements enabled the CPI to ban export of gangster 
fi lms, which presented negative images of America, and, more importantly, the CPI 
required that when any American fi lm was shown abroad, a CPI propaganda fi lm had 
to be shown with it.   30    

 Every news item was censored “at the source, in transit, or in the newspaper offi  ce 
in accordance with ‘voluntary’ rules issued by the CPI.”   31    Th e war was presented to the 
public the way the CPI wanted it pictured: sanitized, with heroic allies fending off  a 
brutal aggressor. In some instances, Creel invented inspiring news stories; a few were 
exposed, giving coinage to the term “creeling,” which meant Washington hot air.   32    Th e 
News Division produced a daily newspaper,  Th e Offi  cial Bulletin . Th is was the presi-
dent’s idea, initially opposed by Creel. Wilson had long been critical of the press, even 
though coverage of him had been generally positive. He thought the press focused on 
trivial matters, and he avoided contact with reporters as much as possible. Th e  Bulletin  
was his own, largely successful, attempt to set the agenda for the press. Th e CPI achieved 
a virtual monopoly over information resources, and, as Mock and Larson note, “unifor-
mity of testimony is convincing.”   33    

 Th e CPI did its work “so well that there was a burning eagerness to believe, to con-
form, to feel the exaltation of joining in a great selfl ess enterprise.”   34    Th e end of the war 
did not immediately bring an end to the emotionally driven patriotism that the CPI 
had aroused:  during the Red Scare of 1919–1920, many loyalists simply transferred 
their fury to the Bolsheviks, anarchists, and the labor movement. Republican reaction 
against the excesses of the CPI contributed to the defeat of the Covenant of the League of 
Nations in the U.S. Senate, so that, even though Wilson won a Nobel Peace Prize for pro-
posing it, the United States never joined the League and the Peace Treaty was not ratifi ed 
by the United States until aft er Wilson left  offi  ce. 

 What Creel had created was, as he was quick to announce in 1920, “the world’s great-
est adventure in advertising.”   35    President Wilson agreed, commending Creel’s work 
as “well done, admirably well done,” adding, “I have followed what you have done 
throughout and have approved it, and I want you to know how truly grateful I am.”   36    
Creel remained active in Democratic politics and was rewarded with an appointment 
as chairman of the National Advisory Board of the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) in 1935.  
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    Walter Lippmann: Propagandist 
and Propaganda Critic   

 By the time he was twenty-six, Walter Lippmann had published three books and had 
become a founding editor of  Th e New Republic,  and Th eodore Roosevelt had proclaimed 
him to be “the most brilliant young man of his age in all of the United States.”   37    Th rough 
 Th e New Republic,  he developed a relationship with Colonel House, the president’s chief 
advisor. Shortly aft er the United States entered the war, Lippmann was appointed an 
assistant to Secretary of War Newton Baker; fi ve months later, he was appointed to the 
Inquiry, the secret group that developed the U.S.  terms for the Armistice, including 
Wilson’s Fourteen Points; once that work was nearing completion, he was appointed a 
captain in the army’s Military Intelligence Branch (MIB), and, four months later, he was 
appointed to Colonel House’s staff  in Paris to prepare for the treaty negotiations. Before 
the negotiations began, however, President Wilson decided to lead the peace delegation 
himself and replaced House with Secretary of State Robert Lansing. Lippmann’s war ser-
vice was complete at that point, and he returned home in December 1918. 

 Aft er the war, he had a long, eventful, distinguished, and quite singular career as 
America’s most infl uential journalist, public philosopher, author of ten major books, 
and advisor to every U.S. president from Th eodore Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson.   38    He 
was off ered chairs at Harvard and the University of Chicago, and the presidency of the 
University of North Carolina, but remained a journalist and author until his death in 
1974. He received numerous honors, both at home and abroad, including knighthood in 
the French Legion of Honor. 

 Lippmann’s brief career as an army propagandist started auspiciously but, in the end, 
consisted of writing leafl ets urging German and Austrian soldiers to surrender. It began, 
however, with an appointment to serve as the American observer to the Inter-allied 
Propaganda Board conference in London, where he was also to act as an offi  cial rep-
resentative of the Inquiry and as the unoffi  cial ears of Colonel House. Lippmann 
took these assignments seriously and made inquiries with authorities in London and 
Paris about U.S.  propaganda abroad. He learned that both British authorities and 
the American Embassy in Paris were very unhappy with Creel’s propaganda work in 
Europe, complaining that the staff  knew nothing about European journalism or politics. 
Lippmann reported his fi ndings to House, who in turn reported them to the president. 
Wilson was not pleased, but his ire was directed at Lippmann, not Creel. Th e president 
wrote Secretary of War Newton Baker, “I have a high opinion of Lippmann, but I am 
very jealous in the matter of propaganda . . . . I want to keep the matter of publicity in my 
own hands.”   39    He also instructed House that Lippmann was to ask no more questions 
about the CPI’s work in Europe. 

 In addition to writing leafl ets, Lippmann also interviewed German prisoners of war 
to assess the eff ects of propaganda on them, fi nding that few prisoners could articu-
late the causes of the war or German war aims. Struck by the fact that combatants were 
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willing to risk their lives for a cause they did not seem to understand, this experience 
was a signifi cant source of Lippmann’s interest in how people acquire information and 
form opinions about public aff airs.   40    

 Lippmann’s judgment—and history’s—is that the U.S. peace mission to Versailles, as 
well as the American reporters who covered the negotiations, performed poorly. Th e 
rigidly idealistic Wilson was no match for the realpolitiks of his British and French 
counterparts. Lippmann would spend the next several years trying to make sense of 
the carnage that sent more than 100,000 American servicemen to their deaths in a war 
fought in the name of peace.  

    “Impassioned Nonsense”   

 In 1955, Lippmann looked back at the war to end all wars and attributed the failure to 
develop a workable peace to the “impassioned nonsense” that made “public opinion 
so envenomed that the people would not countenance a workable peace.”   41    Lippmann 
did, of course, bear some responsibility for the impassioned nonsense that he later 
condemned. 

 At Colonel House’s request, he submitted a plan for a wartime “publicity bureau.”   42    At 
least two other plans were submitted to the administration: one by President Wilson’s for-
mer student, journalist David Lawrence; the other, also at House’s request, by foreign cor-
respondent Arthur Bullard. Nevertheless, George Creel would later claim that the CPI 
was entirely his idea.   43    It was, however, Bullard’s ambitious plan to “electrify public opin-
ion,” described in his short book,  Mobilising America  (1917), that won the administra-
tion’s favor. Evangelical in tone and intent, it became the model for the CPI.   44    Lippmann 
submitted his plan on April 12, 1917, one day before the president created the CPI and 
appointed Creel chairman. Whatever Lippmann may have thought of Bullard’s plan, 
Creel’s appointment was a bitter disappointment. Lippmann had recommended that war-
time censorship be put in the hands of people possessing “real democratic sympathy.”   45    

 As early as March 1919, Lippmann began to publicly express his concerns about war-
time censorship and propaganda in articles in  Th e New Republic,  which were collected 
into a short book,  Th e Political Scene  (1919):

  During this war the deliberate manufacture of opinion both for export and home 
consumption has reached the proportions of a major industrial operation. Th is is not 
the place, nor is it yet possible without breach of confi dence to discuss international 
propaganda freely. But some day the technic must be investigated if the judgments of 
the people are to escape persistent exploitation. When the story is told, it will cover 
a range of subjects extending from legal censorship to the reptile press, from willful 
fabrication to the purchase of writers, from outright subsidy to the award of ribbons. 
It will include entertainment, and a vast amount of simulated snobbishness, and the 
right way of conducting sightseeing tours. Th e art of befuddlement engages able men 
and draws large appropriations.   46     
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 By September 1919, however, Lippmann apparently felt free to speak out. In an article in 
 Th e New Republic,  he wrote, “One of the great calamities of our part in the war was the 
character of American propaganda in Europe.” He continued with a pointed reference 
to Creel: “It was as if an imp had devised it to thwart every purpose Mr. Wilson was sup-
posed to entertain. Th e general tone of it was one of unmitigated brag accompanied by 
unmitigated gullibility. . . . Th e outfi t which was abroad ‘selling the war to Europe’ (the 
phrase is not my own) gave shell-shocked Europe to understand that a rich bumpkin 
had come to town with his pockets bulging and no desire except to please.”   47    

 Lippmann began his critical investigations of the “technic” of propaganda by focus-
ing primarily on “the reptile press”: those reporters, editors, and publishers who betray 
the trust that democratic theory places in them. In collaboration with Charles Merz, 
Lippmann conducted a pioneering study of the  New York Times  coverage of the Russian 
Revolution, which was remarkably sophisticated methodologically for the time:  so 
much so that it was frequently cited by Charles Merriam, founder and fi rst president of 
the Social Science Research Council, as an exemplar of the kind of empirical work social 
scientists might aspire to produce in the future.   48    

 Merz had served in the military intelligence propaganda unit with Lippmann in 
France and was the Washington editor of  Th e New Republic . He would later work with 
Lippmann again at the New York  World,  but he spent most of his career at the  New York 
Times . “A Test of the News” was published as a special forty-two-page supplement of the 
 New Republic  in August 1920. 

 While working on the collaborative project with Merz, Lippmann also published 
two essays in the  Atlantic Monthly,  in 1919, on censorship, propaganda, and the news. 
He added an introductory essay and published them as  Liberty and the News  in 1920. 
Th e proximity of these two eff orts is important because in “A Test” Lippmann and Merz 
were practicing the kind of work Lippmann advocated in  Liberty and the News : testing 
the credibility of statements against facts, monitoring word usage for words “charged with 
emotion,” applying rigorous logic and laws of probability, assessing the quantitative sig-
nifi cance of facts, and exercising self-critical awareness of the limits of the available data.   49    

 Th ese two projects focus on news production, assessing the quality of information 
supplied by the news system. Lippmann’s  Public Opinion  would revisit and amplify 
many of the ideas developed in 1919–1920, but that book’s original contribution would 
be its examination of news reception and the formation of public opinion.  

    “A Test of the News”   

 “A Test” is more than twice as long as  Liberty,  but it is much easier for the reader, who is 
unfamiliar with Lippmann’s other writings, to fully grasp because it is tightly focused 
methodologically and substantively. Lippmann and Merz analyze the  New York Times  
coverage of Russia from March 1917 to March 1920, more than a thousand issues of the 
newspaper, reviewing all of the news items (more than 3,000) about Russia. Lippmann 
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and Merz selected the  Times  because they considered it “one of the really great news-
papers of the world,” with resources to independently cover international news.   50    Th ey 
chose the Russian Revolution both “because of its intrinsic importance” and because it 
“aroused the kind of passions which tests most seriously the objectivity of reporting.”   51    
Th e revolution occurred at a crucial point in the war, when the United States was consid-
ering entering the confl ict, and it raised a critical question for the Allies: would Russia 
continue to fi ght the Germans on the eastern front? 

 Lippmann and Merz make it clear that they had no illusions that any defi nitive 
account of the Russian Revolution exists or is ever likely to exist and that they make no 
attempt to “contrast the news accounts with any other account which pretends to be 
the ‘real truth’ or the ‘true truth.’ ”   52    Rather, the reliability of the news is tested against 
a few “defi nite and reliable events about which there is no dispute,” including that the 
off ensive of the Russian army under the Kerensky government in July 1917 was a failure; 
that the provisional government was overthrown by the Soviets in November 1917; that 
the Soviets made a separate peace with Germany in March 1918; that the campaigns of 
Kolchak, Denikin, and Yudenitch failed; and that the Soviet government remained in 
power in March 1920.   53    

 Lippmann maintained that the function of the news is to “allow mankind to live suc-
cessfully toward the future.”   54    Consistent with this premise, the only question “A Test” 
asked was “whether the reader of the news was given a picture of various phases of the 
revolution which survived the test of events, or whether he was misled into believing 
that the outcome of events would be radically diff erent from the actual outcome.”   55    
Lippmann and Merz eliminated issues such as the question of atrocities and discussions 
of the virtues and defects of the Soviet system from their sample because “disinterested 
observers furnish contradictory accounts.”   56    Under such circumstances, they contend 
no newspaper can be expected to produce reliable accounts. Th ey focus on news items, 
not editorials, although they found that the wall that supposedly separated news and 
editorials was routinely breached in the  Times  coverage of Russia. 

 Lippmann and Merz off er both qualitative and quantitative analyses of their data. For 
example, on the important question of whether the Soviet government would last, they 
show that the  Times  consistently misled its readers with “false news.”   57    At the conclusion 
of the study, Soviet rule had lasted for twenty-nine months, yet, throughout that period, 
the  Times  reported that “the Soviets are about to collapse, or have collapsed, or will col-
lapse within a few weeks.”   58    Lippmann and Merz found that the claim that the Soviet 
regime could not last was “one of the most insistent of all themes in the news of Russia.” 
Between November 1917 and November 1919, they found ninety-one articles “explicitly 
reporting” an “early break up” of the Soviet system.   59    

 Th ey point out that, at times during this period, the dangers of “the Red Peril momen-
tarily overshadows the conception of Soviet power as an institution verging on collapse,” 
but the recurring major theme is “Soviet impermanency.”   60    For each category and sub-
category of news reports that Lippmann and Merz examine, they provide similar quan-
titative analysis of the themes of news items, but they also attend to the use of loaded 
words like “Red Peril,” especially when they appear in captions. 
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 Th e overall conclusion is that the news was “dominated by the hopes of the men who 
composed the news organization.” It was “a case of seeing not what was, but what men 
wished to see.”   61    Lippmann and Merz contend that “the chief censor and the chief propa-
gandist were hope and fear in the minds of the reporters and editors.”   62    Th ey wanted to 
win the war and see bolshevism defeated; this led them to tamely submit to the external 
censorship imposed during the war and to continue to generate anti-Soviet propaganda 
aft er the CPI was abolished. 

 Lippmann and Merz identify some of the practices that contributed to the  Times  fail-
ure to pass the severe “test of the news” that the Russian Revolution posed. Th e  Times  
was seriously misled by reliance on offi  cial sources of information, whether govern-
ments, circles around governments, or leaders of political movements. Use of anony-
mous sources also produced unreliable information. Some correspondents proved 
totally untrustworthy because they became partisans of various causes. Th e “time hon-
ored tradition” of protecting the news against editorials broke down as “the Russian 
policy of the editors of the  Times  profoundly and crassly infl uenced the news columns.” 
Th e news, both in emphasis and choice of captions, represented a “blatant intrusion of 
an editorial bias.”   63    

 If a great newspaper like the  Times  failed so miserably under pressures of internal and 
external censorship and propaganda, Lippmann and Merz reasoned, then lesser papers 
probably performed much worse. Lippmann and Merz called for fundamental reforms, 
appealing to the newspaper guild to impose codes of honor comparable to those that law 
and medical societies use to regulate their members’ conduct. Th ey also urged citizens’ 
groups to monitor and criticize the press and to become centers of resistance to abuses 
of the information system. 

 “A Test” was a far more eff ective indictment of the CPI than Lippmann’s polemics 
against Creel, however well warranted they may have been. Both in ambition and execu-
tion, it remains a very impressive piece of research. Reviewing “A Test” in 2002, commu-
nication researcher Hanno Hardt maintained that “the work remains an extraordinary 
study, even by today’s standards.”   64    

 According to sources close to Merz, “A Test” brought “epochal results.  Th e Times  acted 
vigorously” to change its reporting system and, in doing so, “led a nationwide improve-
ment in international reporting.”   65    Merz was in a position to know, as he was hired as an 
editorial writer by the  Times  in 1931 and served as editor of the editorial page from 1938 
until he retired in 1961. 

 Yet, as we know, the  Times  failed the test of news again in another situation that 
“aroused the passions”: the run-up to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. In a May 2004 edi-
torial, the  Times  reviewed that coverage and acknowledged its “lack of rigorous cov-
erage” and its reliance on faulty sources—Iraqi exiles eager for regime change.   66    Th ree 
months later, America’s other elite national newspaper, the  Washington Post  followed 
suit with its own acknowledgment of its failures to adequately cover the run-up to the 
war and to challenge questionable information about weapons of mass destruction pro-
vided by offi  cial sources.   67    Th ese failures were amplifi ed by the fact that many newspa-
pers throughout the nation relied on syndicated news services of these papers, especially 
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the  Times . In our time, unlike Lippmann’s, however, most Americans get most of their 
news from television, not newspapers. If newspapers performed poorly, it is fair to say 
that television did much worse. CNN’s top war correspondent, Christiane Amanpour, 
admitted that CNN practiced self-censorship during the Iraq War: “the press was muz-
zled,” she said, “and I think the press self-muzzled.” She continued, “Certainly televi-
sion and, perhaps, to a certain extent, my station was intimidated by the administration 
and its foot soldiers at Fox News.” Amanpour maintained that, on the question of weap-
ons of mass destruction, “it looks like this was disinformation at the highest levels.”   68    
Numerous studies are now available of the propaganda campaigns undertaken by the 
Bush administration and by the U.S. military to promote the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq.   69    Th e CPI relied largely on patriotic volunteers to do its work; today, however, the 
U.S. government outsources that work to global public relations companies and other 
private contractors who are paid lucrative retainers.   70    

     Liberty and the News    

  Liberty and the News  is a small book with very large implications. Any attempt to sum-
marize it, including this one, is destined to fail to fully probe its depths, which is why it 
rightly deserves to be considered a classic. But because I argue that interpretations of 
Lippmann’s argument have suff ered almost as greatly in the hands of his admirers as his 
detractors, summary is necessary to establish that we share relatively similar points of 
departure. Wherever possible, the summary is presented in Lippmann’s own words. 

 Lippmann maintains that, when the press mobilized for war, it abdicated its primary 
responsibility: to report the facts and tell the truth. Th e mobilization of the news system 
did not end with the Armistice: since the war, “the manufacture of consent” has become 
“an unregulated private enterprise.”   71    Th at is, the war demonstrated the propagandizing 
power of the press and publishers are now using that power to advance their own inter-
ests. Th e work of reporters is “confused with the work of preachers, revivalists, proph-
ets, and agitators.”   72    At a time when citizens have to deal with more complex questions 
than ever before, the news system is failing them. Th is failure has produced a crisis of 
democracy, which is also a crisis of journalism because, in a democracy, channels for 
the dissemination of news should be “common carriers.” When those who control these 
channels use them to advance their own views, “democracy is unworkable. Public opin-
ion is blockaded.”   73    Th e newspaper is “the bible of democracy, the book out of which a 
people determines its conduct.”   74    Th erefore, the “task of selecting and ordering . . . news 
is one of the truly sacred and priestly offi  ces in a democracy . . . the power to determine 
each day what shall seem important and what shall be neglected is a power unlike any 
that has been exercised since the Pope lost his hold on the secular mind.”   75    Lippmann 
off ers tentative suggestions for reform that are intended to make journalism worthy of its 
high calling but surrounds these recommendations with many qualifi ers. Th ey include 
“making the validity of the news our ideal”; ensuring “as impartial an investigation of 
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facts as humanly possible”; documenting every article and making false documentation 
illegal; publishing the names of all staff  members to ensure accountability; retracting any 
false reports quickly; establishing courts of honor in which publishers would be required 
to appear if they published reports that injured someone through misrepresentation; and 
supporting the development of an independent journalism that can set a higher standard 
for the commercial press, better education for reporters, and more public recognition of 
the important role journalists play in a democracy.   76    Th e goal is “disinterested” report-
ing: the journalist should serve “no cause, no matter how good.”   77    Lippmann acknowl-
edges he is off ering “a counsel of perfection,” given the present state of knowledge.   78    To 
advance that knowledge, he recommends creating “political observatories”:  indepen-
dent research centers, institutes, and university research facilities that can assist in the 
diffi  cult task of separating “fact” from “opinion” because, in a democracy based on pub-
lic opinion, “liberty is not so much permission as it is the construction of a system of 
information increasingly independent of opinion.”   79    Lippmann begins the last sentence 
of the book by claiming, “We shall advance when we have learned humility . . . ”   80    

  Liberty and the News  has been lauded as a seminal contribution to journalism studies. 
Some of the reforms Lippmann recommended have become standard practice in news-
rooms. Yet, what most journalists and journalism educators, presumably Lippmann’s 
target audience, take away from the book represents, at best, a partial reading, in both 
senses of the word, if not a misreading of his message. Th ey reduce Lippmann’s complex 
argument to facile advocacy for what media critics call the “professional ideology” or 
“strategic ritual” of journalistic objectivity.   81    In doing so, journalism ignores Lippmann’s 
warning that there is “no panacea” for the problems that he diagnoses, as well as his 
counsel that the appropriate journalistic ethos is humility, given that “news comes from 
a distance; it comes helter-skelter, in inconceivable confusion; it deals with matters that 
are not easily understood; it arrives and is assimilated by busy and tired people, who 
must take what is given to them.”   82    In short, it is “complex and slippery.”   83    Conversely, 
most apologists for journalistic objectivity present that construct as a panacea, a cure-all 
secured in naïve realism, which they assert with an authority that borders on hubris. 

 Journalistic objectivity off ers no signifi cant protection against the “manufacture of 
consent” by those who control the common carriers of the information. Recent history 
testifi es to that. Th e professional ideology of journalistic objectivity is actually part of 
“the fi ghting apparatus” of journalism.   84    It functions as a defense of what Lippmann 
called “plebiscite autocracy or government by newspapers,” which was the source 
of the “crisis in journalism” that his argument was intended to expose and oppose.   85    
Journalistic objectivity is power-knowledge designed to protect the interests of the news 
industry by defl ecting criticism as, for example, when Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp 
cynically deploys the slogan “fair and balanced” to describe Fox News, which has long 
had close ties to the Republican Party. For the reporter on the beat, journalistic objectiv-
ity is, at best, a useful fi ction that partially represses the potentially paralyzing episte-
mological dilemma Lippmann identifi ed. Th is fi ction is, however, also a primary source 
of the cynicism that corrupts journalism: the “cynicism of the trade,” which Lippmann 
claims, “needs to be abandoned.”   86    
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 Lippmann was no naïve realist.  Liberty and the News  is actually an argument against 
that philosophical stance. Lippmann’s approach to observation, method, truth-telling, 
 and science  is grounded in pragmatism and humanism.   87    He makes this clear in a cru-
cially important but frequently overlooked passage where he asserts that, in a world 
where divine providence has lost its authority, “ men are critically aware of how their pur-
poses are special to their age, their locality, their interests, and their limited knowledge .”   88    
For Lippmann, then, human purpose and knowledge are social constructs. He may 
be unduly optimistic in estimating how deeply critical awareness has penetrated the 
American psyche, but that optimism was widely shared by humanistic philosophers and 
social scientists when Lippmann wrote these words. 

 Lippmann affi  rms the social genesis of knowledge and is particularly attentive to 
the social constraints, processes, and structures that infl uence news production. As 
a pragmatist, he recognizes that news is made, not discovered: that it is selected and 
constructed from the raw material that enters the newsroom, “an incredible medley 
of fact, propaganda, rumor, suspicion, clues, hopes, and fears.”   89    Even when a reporter 
directly witnesses an event, Lippmann points out that it is always from some vantage 
point: the reporter’s report is “perspectival,” to borrow a term from the social theorist 
Karl Mannheim, a near contemporary of Lippmann, who off ered a similar account of 
the sociology of knowledge.   90    It should be noted that, since arrogance and elitism are 
oft en ascribed to Lippmann, when he described the limits of human knowledge and 
counseled humility, he always included himself within the circle of the limited in need 
of humility. 

 Because the material that editors have to work with is so fraught with uncertainty, 
they exercise a grave responsibility in determining which “perspectives” will become 
news. Th is is why Lippmann ascribes such an elevated status to the gatekeepers of the 
news system: why he claims that “selecting and ordering news is one of the truly sacred 
tasks in democracy.”   91    He recognizes that there are no unmediated reports of events. Th e 
standards that editors use to assess the credibility of reports are social and provisional. 
Yet, the trust democratic theory places in these gatekeepers borders on the suprahuman. 
Th is is a conundrum that would continue to vex Lippmann in  Public Opinion  (1922) and 
 Th e Phantom Public  (1925). 

 To read Lippmann without reference to the pragmatic philosophical groundings on 
which his argument rests is to miss the heart of the matter: the problem of liberty. Such 
readings render the second chapter, “What Modern Liberty Means,” largely superfl uous. 
Here, Lippmann examines the rationales for the universalistic claims of two classic and 
one (then) contemporary defenses of free expression, the treatises of John Milton, John 
Stuart Mill, and Bertrand Russell. Lippmann fi nds all of these defenses defi cient because 
each contains a “weasel clause,” which restricts some form of expression that the author 
fi nds objectionable. For Milton, it is Catholicism; for Mill, it is expression that threatens 
social order; and for Russell, it is “possessive impulses.”   92    Lippmann concludes: “Liberty 
is to be permitted where diff erences are of no great moment.” When people feel safe, 
“heresy is cultivated as the spice of life,” but in times of war or revolution, when people 
feel threatened, liberty disappears.   93    
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 None of these great theories of liberty provided any protection against the censor-
ship and propaganda of the Great War, and, Lippmann maintains, they cannot protect 
American democracy in the future. He establishes that liberty is not secured by any uni-
versal principle. It is social and provisional: a contingent value. It is liberty for some-
thing: to secure some socially valued purpose. 

 As he conceives it in  Liberty and the News,  that purpose, in a democracy based upon 
public opinion, is “furnishing of a healthy environment in which human judgment and 
inquiry can most successfully organize human life.”   94    Conversely he warns, “Th ere can 
be no liberty for a community which lacks the information by which to detect lies.”   95    
Th at is why he calls for the creation of some reasonably transparent standards for assess-
ing the credibility of statements about public aff airs to provide reporters and editors 
with guidelines for deciding what to classify as “fact” and what to treat as “opinion,” 
so that they can be held publicly accountable when they knowingly lie. Yet he is aware 
that identifying such standards poses a philosophical problem that journalists cannot 
solve. Th is is why he calls for the creation of political observatories and expresses the 
hope that, in the future, scholars might develop “an organon of news reporting.”   96    In the 
meantime, he advises personal courage: “willingness to be fi red rather than write what 
you do not believe.”   97    

 Th e term “fact” remains problematic in Lippmann’s formulation; in practice, he seems 
to apply it, without signifi cant qualifi ers, to events like sports, elections, the speed of 
transatlantic fl ights, where there are unambiguous outcomes, but it gets murkier else-
where in his text. Like many other writers who struggle with this problem, he fi nds it 
easier to identify lies than to establish fi rmaments for truth. Conversely, Lippmann’s 
use of the terms “objective” and “objectivity” is actually fairly straightforward in “A Test 
of the News” and  Liberty and the News . Objective means external to the reporter: evi-
dence that exists outside of the head of a reporter or eyewitness. Objectivity refers to a 
nonpartisan or “disinterested” approach to knowledge: not representing any organized 
“interest,” political party, corporation, union, religion, or the like. His later uses of this 
term would not, however, be as straightforward or consistent.   98    Lippmann frequently 
acknowledged his own inconsistencies, explaining that as he learned more or con-
fronted new problems, he sought to correct past errors in his thinking.   99    But in these 
two early works, Lippmann’s concept of objectivity is social, based on consensus: in “A 
Test of the News,” for example, the reliability of the news is tested against a few “defi nite 
and reliable events about which there is no dispute.”   100    Lippmann remains a pragmatist 
here: news, like other forms of knowledge, is social and provisional; “truth” is communi-
tarian, Peircean, a normative standard worth pursuing.   101    As pieces of the puzzle are put 
in place over time, a fuller picture appears. In other words, “truth” is a work in progress. 

 Lippmann was profoundly aware of the roles emotion and irrationality play in human 
thought; as he noted in  A Preface to Politics  (1913): “all the light and shadow of senti-
ment and passion play even about the syllogism.”   102    He recognized that human thought 
is an inseparable mix of reason, impulse, dreams, myths, hopes, fears, and stereotypes. 
He had few illusions about the human capacity to achieve “real truth,” “true truth,” or 
complete objectivity about public aff airs, as he would demonstrate more conclusively 

16_Castronovo_CH16.indd   31616_Castronovo_CH16.indd   316 9/30/2013   4:34:35 PM9/30/2013   4:34:35 PM



“the world’s greatest adventure in advertising”  317

in  Public Opinion  and  Th e Phantom Public . Historian John Patrick Diggins is right in 
asserting that Lippmann anticipated the problem of postmodernism.   103    Much of the 
misinterpretation of his work is a result of its reception by moderns. 

 In  Liberty and the News,  Lippmann does not formally spell out the triadic relation-
ship, which he later develops to explain how people make sense of events and react to 
them, but the elements of the theory are there: a person (1) observes the scene of an 
action, (2) forms a picture of that action in her mind, and (3) responds to the picture 
rather than to the action itself. 

 According to Lippmann, propagandists try to rig the sense-making processes by 
manufacturing “pseudo-environments” and inserting them into step 2 of the process 
to manipulate the pictures people form in their heads: in his words, “propagandists and 
censors put a painted screen where there should be a window to the world.”   104    Th e task 
of the news editor, who meets the challenge of democracy, as Lippmann conceived it in 
1919–1920, is to apply the best available standards of credibility to identify propaganda 
and eliminate it from the news fl ow. Th at is, the competent editor increases the probabil-
ity that the reader sees more window than screen. Lippmann has no Faustian illusion 
about the possibility of ever producing fully transparent windows to the world. At best, 
what may emerge is “ construction of a system of information increasingly independent of 
opinion .” It should be strongly emphasized that this is also Lippmann’s defi nition of “lib-
erty” appropriate to a democracy based upon public opinion.   105    

 Although  Liberty and the News  may be open to multiple good-faith interpretations, 
no serious reader of the book can justly claim that it is antidemocratic—that Lippmann 
is advocating rather than opposing the manufacture of consent by governments or pri-
vate interests or that Lippmann is calling for governance by the experts who would staff  
his political observatories. Yet all of these views have been imputed to Lippmann by crit-
ics and even some apparent admirers of his work. Reading Lippmann’s diagnosis as pre-
scriptive rather than descriptive, they have inverted and perverted his argument against 
censorship and propaganda. In 1955, Lippmann himself affi  rmed, “I am a liberal demo-
crat and have no wish to disenfranchise my fellow citizens.”   106    

 “A Test” and  Liberty  are attempts to rescue and restore American democracy by iden-
tifying and providing strategies for coping with its fundamental weakness: that liberty 
does not rest on a secure foundation. Th roughout his life, Lippmann continued to seek 
fi rmer grounds for legitimating American democracy and to advocate for educational 
reforms that he believed could better prepare Americans to exercise their civic duties 
because, as he warned in  Liberty,  to deny the educability of “the mass of men” is to deny 
democracy and “to seek salvation in dictatorship.”   107    

 Nearly a century has passed since Lippmann diagnosed the twin crises of democracy. 
Th ese crises not only remain unresolved, but they have been compounded by subse-
quent developments. Information has been liquefi ed and more fully commodifi ed, its 
instantaneous electronic transfer has integrated the global economy, digital and satel-
lite communications have vastly expanded the reach of both governmental and private 
propagandists, a handful of enormous international communication conglomerates 
now control most of the world’s media, the business models of newspaper and book 
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publishers have collapsed, and the spectacular growth of the global public relations 
industry has exceeded even Edward Bernays’s wildest dreams. Where George Creel 
depended largely on patriotic volunteers to staff  the CPI, today the United States out-
sources most of its propaganda and many of its public diplomacy initiatives to private 
contractors. Th ese structural shift s have changed both liberty and the news. 

 For Lippmann, the rationale for liberty was to achieve some  socially  valued pur-
pose. Tensions between the public good and private gain, democracy and capitalism, 
have been a hallmark of the American system almost from its inception.   108    However, 
the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s stripped liberty of most of its social constituents 
and redeployed a leaner and meaner version of the idea: one that reduced liberty solely 
to an engine of economics—a move that even Adam Smith had not sanctioned.   109    Th at 
is, neoliberals reconceived market freedom as the source of all other freedoms. In the 
realm of information, market fundamentalism supports what Ivan Illich described 
as a new enclosure movement: an enclosure of the cultural commons, which reduces 
humans to economic units and consumers of information.   110    

 Commenting on a 2007 edition of  Liberty and the News,  one pundit contended that 
ninety years aft er Lippmann’s critique of media complicity in censorship and propa-
ganda, “we’re back at ground zero.”   111    Much has changed, but Lippmann’s diagnosis of 
the problems of media and democracy remains as relevant, even urgent, as it was in 
1919–1920. Moreover, his staunch conviction that people, not markets, are the sources 
of legitimacy in a democracy should remind us of how much we have already conceded. 
Although Lippmann warned that there are no panaceas, he also demonstrated that a 
robust democracy requires free and open access to its cultural commons.     
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          chapter 17 

 propaganda among 
the ruins  

    debra hawhee    

              If Kenneth Burke did not turn propaganda on its head in the 1930s, he at least fl ipped 
it sideways. Th e writer, critic, and rhetorical theorist who lived and wrote for the bet-
ter part of the twentieth century treated propaganda much as he claimed to have 
treated the label “esthete” once that term became “leveled” at “an entire literary genera-
tion”: “before ‘clearing out’ myself,” Burke wrote in 1932, “I thought I would take one last 
look around, to see if anybody had left  anything of value in the hastiness of departure” 
(“Auscultation” 61). 

 Likewise with  propaganda,  Burke wanted to salvage a concept that had, around the 
same time, become synonymous with  threat  or  menace,  ascribed an unquestionable 
evil tenor for its association with the fascism that had been festering and spreading in 
Europe. Th e Yale psychologist and propaganda scholar Leonard Doob (on whom more 
later) summed up the prevailing attitude to propaganda as follows: “In America the 
word ‘propaganda’ has a bad odor” (3). But Burke elected not to throw out the propa-
ganda baby with the smelly fascist bathwater, and, in doing so, he was part of a distinct 
minority. As political theorist Erika King notes, in the widespread interest in “mass 
manipulation” between the wars, “only a few lone voices rose to the defense of propa-
ganda” (30). Any defense of propaganda likely resulted from a realization that propa-
ganda, like fi re, can be used to fi ght itself. 

 Kenneth Burke was indeed on fi re when it came to the topic of propaganda—how it 
ought to be used, and later, how it ought to be approached critically. His was an unortho-
dox approach to propaganda, and it deserves attention because it did not always sit well 
with his audiences. In order to consider Burke’s distinctive approach to propaganda, 
I will proceed chronologically, beginning with one important preface to Burke’s direct 
treatments of propaganda, a response essay that appeared in  Th e New Republic  in the 
early weeks of 1931. Although that response does not mention the term  propaganda,  it 
details the features of what would become Burke’s approach to propaganda: the more 
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subtle and nimble the propaganda, the more easily it can move into new places and dif-
ferent lives. Two short essays published in 1933 then help to set the scene for Burke’s 
explicit engagement with propaganda. He began with the question of propaganda’s 
relationship to art, a question of the day. “Revolutionary Symbolism in America,” the 
speech he delivered at the First American Writers’ Congress in 1935, formed Burke’s 
emphatic answer to the question of propaganda’s place in the lives of artists and writ-
ers, and the controversy provoked by that speech sent Burke further into the scholar-
ship on propaganda. In 1936 he published two reviews of social-psychological books on 
propaganda, and those reviews show him working even harder—and against the social 
psychologists—to articulate the importance of rhetoric for studies of propaganda. In the 
year following Burke’s reviews of the more “scientifi c” studies of propaganda, he made 
two interventions, both in the pages of  Th e New Republic,  that fi gure into the story of his 
take on propaganda. Th e fi rst was a pithy critical piece showing how propaganda drives 
news headlines, and the second was a review of a painting. Th at review shows Burke 
circling back to art and further linking his propaganda in action to a kind of propaganda 
criticism. Th e year 1937, therefore, provides a crucial pivot between the 1935 and 1939 
speeches.   1    A small selection of writings composed in the months and years following the 
1935 speech fed Burke’s 1939 speech “Th e Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle’.” Th at speech, in 
addition to being the crown of his critical achievements (a point made by several schol-
ars), is the culmination of all the propaganda-related work Burke had done up to that 
point, and it reaps the rewards of his immersion in the question of propaganda through-
out the decade. Th e speech also brings to the fore (and to the title) the idea of rhetoric, 
which he had been using in all his engagements with propaganda to that point. As such, 
“Th e Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle’ ” seals and performs Burke’s commitment to rhetoric as 
an art that can guide practice and criticism. Tracking the evolution of Burke’s thought 
on propaganda helps bring into sharper view the usefulness of a rhetorical perspective 
for propaganda studies.    

      1931: The Art of Boring from Within   

 As Ann George and Jack Selzer note, Burke’s essay “Boring from Within,” a response 
to Edmund Wilson’s “An Appeal to Progressives,” both published in  Th e New Republic,  
shows Burke proposing an idea that would reappear in his “Revolutionary Symbolism in 
America,” the famous and controversial speech Burke delivered in 1935. Th e idea Burke 
proposes in “Boring” is really more of a spirit than an idea, and it should be noted (as 
scholars of the Socialist and Communist movements in the early part of the century 
know well) that neither the idea nor the phrase was all that new, but it was controversial.   2    
In order to promote communism in America, Burke argues, one ought to incorporate 
the ideals of communism into all aspects of one’s life and to take the message to all pos-
sible audiences. One should be resolute in commitment but subtle in presentation. As 
Burke puts it, “We should never weaken. And we should never speech-make.” Speech 
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making does little to convert people. Instead, one’s resoluteness ought to be tempered by 
careful attention and deep commitment to the values of others. Th e message ought to go 
broad and “bore from within.” As a fi rst step:

  We must all become Republicans and Democrats, members of Tammany Hall in 
New York, members of the Vare organization in Philadelphia, shaking hands with 
the worst of them, frequenting their speakeasies, gambling in their dens, attending 
their churches, patronizing their brothels. We must join Rotary Clubs; we must play 
checkers at the Y.M.C.A. We must demand unceasingly the expulsion of Reds. We 
must be conformity itself. (328)  

Burke exhorts his left -leaning readers to dwell in places where the noncommunists 
dwell, to fraternize with those whom they might like to convince. Once “within,” they 
ought to follow this recipe for “boring”:

  . . . occasionally, over drinks and a cigar, we must say lightly to our boon companions 
(training ourselves to forget that we would like to strangle them), we must say lightly, 
“Why don’t the big fellows have to part with a little more income in times like these?” 
We would speculate at random as to how much deprivation a man might suff er by 
receiving only ten millions a year instead of forty—whereupon we should fall to 
denouncing the Reds rabidly, and end in a swoon of expansionistic delight as we 
pictured America conquering all Europe with a handful of Marines. (328)  

 It is worth dwelling for a spell on Burke’s tone here, which reads as tongue-in-cheek 
hyperbole in its advocacy for “rabidly” renouncing communists while promoting 
swoons “of expansionistic delight.” Th e tone is as humorous as it is insistent, which may 
have worked to disarm readers further to the middle and right—they might chuckle in 
spite of themselves. But I also think the tone works to draw in the more hardline read-
ers of  Th e New Republic,  for whom “boring from within” (as opposed to from without) 
might seem too passive, or at least not emphatic enough. Burke continues by describing 
another scene of interaction, an even “more important” one than those at the Y or the 
Rotary:

  . . . we must go among the farmers, asking them questions. Th ey will tell us not to plant 
potatoes at the dark of the moon—or is it the other way round? Th ey will have strong 
views on the tuberculin test, and we will take our lesson meekly. And we’ll attack the 
Reds, and nationalization of industry, and atheists (though the Constitution, bless 
us, was written and adopted by atheists)—and we’ll slip in a few words about the 
income tax. Th e tax on big income (smilingly) would never hurt the farmer! In fact, 
why shouldn’t the farmer be protected at the expense of industrialists? And then ask 
about pests on the apple—for the farmer can tell you some interesting things about 
pest on the apple, and the sooner our radicals learn to respect the farmer’s lore, the 
sooner the worst is over. (328)  

 In rescuing the notion of “boring from within” with charm and verve, Burke articulates 
the agenda for what would become his approach to propaganda. Were Burke’s approach 
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one of slogan-making, “Respect the farmer’s lore” would have been a good one. But his 
was emphatically not that sort of approach. Th rough the thick layers of irony, there is a 
resounding message: an ideal propagandist ought to treat her work as something like a 
calling, a vocation, so thoroughly devoting herself to answering that call that she seeks 
out diff erent, new places to inhabit, paying keen attention to the values and knowledge-
sets that prevail there. Th e propagandist would “respect the farmer’s lore” without say-
ing so. In other words, one would give oneself over so thoroughly to audience as to end 
up planted fi rmly in the domain of rhetoric. Rhetoric, an art whose teachers have long 
exhorted people to know their audience, is the best tool for “boring”—subtly, surely—
“from within.”  

    1933: Propaganda and Art   

 If “Boring from Within” set forth Burke’s rhetorical approach to spreading socialism, 
two essays published in 1933 show him immersed in a more specialized question of art’s 
relationship to propaganda. Th at question was well-worn territory in the 1930s, and it 
was territory that Burke treaded again and again. In December, Burke published “Th e 
Nature of Art Under Capitalism” in  Th e Nation,  which followed a longer piece entitled 
“War, Response, and Contradiction,” published in the October issue of the more spe-
cialized literary publication  Symposium . In the former, he “proposes to say something 
further on the subject of art and propaganda” (314), and in the latter he makes the case 
for “the relation between art and propaganda” as being an issue that “carries far beyond” 
its perceived status as “a haggle among literary specialists” (234). 

 Of the two essays, “Th e Nature of Art” takes a more pointed approach. In a 
seven-proposition nutshell, Burke argues that art in the age of capitalism must not 
remain “pure,” which is to say that art must be created with an end beyond itself. 
Th at end, for Burke, ought to be largely “corrective”: “it must have a defi nite hora-
tory function, an element of suasion or inducement of the educational variety; it must 
be partially  forensic ” (321). “Such a quality,” he continues, invoking his characteris-
tic fi rst-person plural, “we consider to be the essential work of propaganda” (321). 
Burke believes capitalism’s corruption of what he labels the “work processes” “calls 
for a propaganda art” (321). Propaganda art, for Burke, contrasts with what he calls 
“pure art,” though he unravels the distinction even as he posits it: “incidentally,” he 
writes, “our distinction as so stated should make it apparent that much of the so-called 
‘pure’ art of the nineteenth century was of a pronouncedly propagandist or corrective 
coloring” (321). 

 Th ese two essays are useful when read together because the former more explicitly 
lays out Burke’s perspective on “propaganda art,” and the latter broadens the scope of the 
question to the everyday values Burke, in his 1931 essay, suggested one ought to use to 
bore into the lives and worlds of those who oppose the ideals of communism. In estab-
lishing the broad relevance of questions about art at the outset of “War, Response, and 

17_Castronovo_CH17.indd   32917_Castronovo_CH17.indd   329 9/30/2013   4:45:06 PM9/30/2013   4:45:06 PM



330   debra hawhee

Contradiction,” Burke links the seemingly abstract realm of art to ethics, attitudes, and 
the everyday:

  Aesthetical values are intermingled with ethical values—and the ethical is the basis 
of the practical. Or, put more simply: our ideas of the beautiful, the curious, the 
interesting, the unpleasant, the boring are closely bound with our ideas of the good, 
the desirable, the undesirable—and our ideas of the desirable and the undesirable 
have much to do with our attitudes towards our everyday activities. (234)  

 Here, Burke’s suturing of art to everyday attitudes and activity matters a good deal 
for his view of propaganda. “Art,” Burke writes emphatically in “War, Response, and 
Contradiction,” “is a means of communication” (235). And this includes the category 
Burke labels “pure” art, which, as he puts it in proposition 5, “tends to promote a state of 
acceptance” (320). 

 Driving both 1933 essays is what Burke sees as a problem with proletarian litera-
ture, a preferred genre of response to capitalist corruption among his writer and art-
ist peers. “Th e Nature of Art Under Capitalism” ends with a critique of proletarian 
art that would form the basis of his critique at the Writers’ Congress two years later. 
Proletarian literature, he argued in 1933, is “inadequate” as propaganda “since it shows 
us so little of the qualities in mankind worth saving” (322). He continues: “Too oft en, 
alas, it serves as a mere device whereby the neuroses of the decaying bourgeois struc-
ture are simply transferred to the symbols of working-men” (322). And so while, as 
George and Selzer aptly demonstrate, “the traditional dichotomy between poetry and 
propaganda” operating in this  Nation  piece would become “untenable for Burke” later 
in the decade (80); that distinction—tenuous as it was for him even in 1933—never-
theless enabled Burke to pinpoint his disapproval of what then stood for “propaganda 
art.” Proletarian literature and art, that is, would not do for Burke. Although its cre-
ators may have thought they were “boring from within,” their approach was altogether 
too “harsh” and negative in its “cult of disaster” (322). In eff ect, for Burke, proletarian 
art is too dismissive of bourgeois values and attitudes, too devoid of rhetorical sensi-
bility, to catch on. 

 Toward the end of “War, Response, and Contradiction,” Burke turns to Nietzsche in 
order to stress the need for pressing beyond mere dismissal (an act of which he believes 
Archibald McLeish, one of the subjects of the essay, is guilty). Th is strategy of refusing 
easy dismissal ends up guiding Burke’s rhetorical-propagandistic method as much as it 
does his method as a critic of literature, art, or rhetoric. For Burke, Nietzsche “knew that 
the morality of combat is no despicable thing, that morals are fi sts, and that we cannot 
stop at noting the savagery of some slayer or the greed of some fi nancial monopolist” 
(256). In other words, Burke did not believe that true engagement with anything—art 
or money or murder—ought to lead full stop to critical dismissal. One should resist the 
urge to dismiss even those whom his readers, to invoke “Boring from Within,” “would 
like to strangle.” A dismissive wave of the hand does nothing to alter the conditions that 
one is critiquing. And the economic and labor conditions brought about by capitalism 
mattered deeply to Burke and to the state of the nation and its people. 
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 Against this backdrop of criticizing capitalism and fascism, Burke would formulate 
his own view of what propaganda art ought to be, and that view would not be confi ned 
to art at all, but it would become propaganda as a way of life, a vocation to which one 
answers with every utterance and every action. Burke approached propaganda as a vital 
and daily cultural practice, a thoroughly rhetorical mode of being in the world.  

    1935: “Revolutionary Symbolism” in 
Propaganda   

 In many ways, “Revolutionary Symbolism in America,” the speech Burke delivered to 
the First American Writers’ Congress (1935), was his most thorough and pointed state-
ment about propaganda. It was also his most controversial. Th e question of Burke’s role 
in the fi rst Writers’ Congress is by no means new territory. Frank Lentricchia reads 
Burke’s speech—and its loric eff ects—as incendiary for those in attendance (21–25). 
Michael Denning and Ann George and Jack Selzer provide important correctives to 
Lentricchia’s account (Denning 442; George and Selzer 22–29), crediting Burke’s speech 
to the congress as moving the Left  closer to what Denning calls “the strategy of the 
Popular Front” (Denning 443; George and Selzer 28). George and Selzer additionally 
emphasize the speech’s “understanding of literature as both persuasion and source of 
identifi cation” (28). Th e speech also illustrates what a rhetorical perspective on propa-
ganda might have to off er. What it off ers is a receptive, inclusive approach to  attitude  and 
a frank discussion of Burke’s then-developing notion of  identifi cation,  a term that would 
become one of his most enduring legacies for rhetorical theory. 

 Th e importance of identifi cation in Burke’s contribution to the humanities can hardly 
be overstated. Dana Anderson puts it succinctly when he writes that “Kenneth Burke’s 
abode in mainstream rhetorical studies is the home that  identifi cation  built” (20; empha-
sis in original), and Jonathan Arac argues that Burke is “the fi rst English-language critic 
to make extended, crucial use of the terms  identity  and  identifi cation ” (203). It is crucial 
to note that the term  identifi cation —the idea that suasion works best when one’s ways or 
beliefs or approaches are knitted together with those of others—came to life for Burke 
in the context of propaganda, and, importantly, in such a controversial context. In the 
context of writer-intellectuals, controversy can oft en be the fan to the fl ames of a theory. 

 Controversial as it may have been, the speech begins on a strikingly uncontrover-
sial note—if not as uncontroversial as asking a farmer to tell you how to keep pests off  
your apples, then close. Th e opening sentences focus on how symbols work in political 
movements:

  When considering how people have cooperated, in either conservative or 
revolutionary movements of the past, we fi nd that there is always some unifying 
principle about which their attachments as a group are polarized. I do not refer to 
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such mere insignia as tricolor, hammer and sickle, swastika, crucifi x, or totem pole—
but to the subtle complex emotions and attitudes for which such insignia are little 
more than the merest labels. (87)  

 Such “attachments” Burke calls “illusive,” noting that “if you fi nd a man attached to 
some cause, and keep pressing him with questions, he will not be able to point out the 
nature of his attachment in the way he might if you ask him to point to his house” (87). 
Burke then zeros in on the symbol about which the “Communists generally focus their 
scheme of allegiance” (88): the symbol of the worker. “Accordingly,” he continues, “my 
paper will discuss this symbol, and to what extent it fulfi lls the conditions of attach-
ment” (88). He adds: “I should clearly emphasize the fact that I shall consider this matter 
 purely from the standpoint of propaganda ” (88; emphasis in original). What Burke means 
by the “standpoint of propaganda” is both a critical and a practical, action-based stand-
point. He explains:

  Insofar as a writer really is a propagandist, not merely writing work that will be 
applauded by his allies, convincing the already convinced, but actually moving 
forward like a pioneer into outlying areas of the public and bringing them the fi rst 
favorable impressions of his doctrine, the nature of his trade may give rise to special 
symbolic requirements. Accordingly, it is the  propaganda  aspect of the symbol that 
I shall center upon—considering the symbol particularly as a device for spreading 
the areas of allegiance. (89)  

 By now it ought to be clear that the Burke of the mid-1930s would nod emphatically at 
Russ Castronovo’s observation that “the most signifi cant propaganda is not the sort that 
screams for action in big red letters” (184). It needn’t be soaked in blood. Burke reserves 
the names “pamphleteer” and “political organizer” for those who do choose to shout 
in bold, visible letters, calling their work “explicit propaganda” (“Revolutionary” 91). 
Under the head of “implicit propaganda,” then, he off ers the kind of inhabitive, “boring-
from-within” approach that he advocated in 1931. Th is approach, he suggests, uniquely 
suits those who work “in the purely imaginative fi eld”: the writers and artists attending 
the congress. 

 Implicit propaganda is both associative and durable, for one who practices it “indi-
rectly links his cause with the kinds of intellectual and emotional engrossments that are 
generally admired. He speaks on behalf of his cause, not in the ways of a lawyer’s brief, 
but by the sort of things he associates with it” (91). In off ering implicit propaganda as 
a strategy, what he calls a “precept” (91), he presents propaganda as a way of living, a 
deliberate way of injecting one’s message into  everything one says and does . To the per-
son who achieves such depth, Burke gives the title of “complete propagandist”:

  the complete propagandist, it seems to me, would take an interest in as many 
imaginative, aesthetic, and speculative fi elds as he can handle—and into this 
breadth of his concerns he would interweave a general attitude of sympathy for the 
oppressed and antipathy towards our oppressive institutions. In this way he would 

17_Castronovo_CH17.indd   33217_Castronovo_CH17.indd   332 9/30/2013   4:45:06 PM9/30/2013   4:45:06 PM



propaganda among the ruins  333

ally his attitudes with everything that is broadest and fullest in the world to-day. 
And he would argue for his political sympathies, not literally and directly, but by the 
intellectual company he keeps. (90–91)  

 Here, the word  complete  marks the propagandist’s utter thoroughness—an ability and 
commitment to saturate everything one does with that message, and pushing the mes-
sage to people from all walks of life, from YMCA checker players to Rotarians to farmers. 
Furthermore, Burke’s recommendation that his peers adopt a strategy of implicit pro-
paganda in order to become complete propagandists themselves suggests that Burke’s 
innovation was to transform critical methods into strategies for practice. Burke’s ideas 
of identifi cation and attitude help to further delineate the distinctly rhetorical approach 
that results from such patient, integrative thinking. Th ese are the concepts that bring 
propaganda to life, and to lives. Th ey also, importantly, add a new component to pro-
paganda studies, shift ing attention away from the content of the propaganda and to the 
relations between propagandist and audience, showing how indispensable rhetorical 
theory is for studies of propaganda. 

 In this same passage, Burke also hints at the way the complete propagandist works 
rhetorically. When he writes that the person practicing such propaganda “would ally 
his attitudes with everything that is broadest and fullest in the world to-day” (91), he 
focuses once again on the importance of connecting to existing attitudes. Such an atti-
tudinal alliance cannot be formed unless the poet (Burke’s name for artist) “makes the 
soundest contribution in this wise: He shows himself alive to all the aspects of contem-
porary eff ort and thought” (90). Th at is, such a receptive, integrative approach to one’s 
message  and  to one’s culture enables one to maximize opportunities for spreading that 
message, not just across one’s own life, but into the lives of others. Th e impulse to make 
one’s message as broadly appealing as possible motivates the main argument of Burke’s 
controversial speech at the First Writers’ Congress. In this argument, Burke both per-
forms and explicitly theorizes the belief put forth in “Boring from Within” that propa-
ganda ought to reach and range, and that theorization depends on rhetoric, and more 
specifi cally, identifi cation and attitude. 

 Aft er a brief mention of social psychologist Harold D. Lasswell’s treatment of “a revo-
lutionary period” as “one in which the people drop their allegiance to one myth, or sym-
bol, and shift  to another in its place” (“Revolutionary” 88), Burke proposes shift ing the 
“symbol of the worker” as the symbol on which “the Communists generally focus their 
scheme of allegiance” (88) to the symbol of the people:

  The symbol I should plead for, as more basic, more of an ideal incentive, than 
that of the worker, is that of “the people.” In suggesting that “the people,” rather 
than “the worker,” rate highest in our hierarchy of symbols, I  suppose I  am 
suggesting fundamentally that one cannot extend the doctrine of revolutionary 
thought among the lower middle class without using middle-class values—just 
as the Church invariably converted pagans by making the local deities into 
saints. (89–90)  
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 At this point in the speech, identifi cation and rhetoric become central both for this 
speech and for Burke’s theory of propaganda. Th e complete propagandist makes it pos-
sible for others to  identify  with his message by featuring symbols that already speak to a 
group’s attitudes, much as with the pagan gods in the passage quoted earlier. Swapping 
 worker  for  people  constitutes, for Burke, a terministic incentive capable of guiding a 
revolution in Burke’s America. To lead that revolution, Burke’s propagandizer must, of 
course, give over more than one’s self to the cause. One must hand over one’s preferred 
terms in exchange for terms valued, and attitudes held, by the as-yet unconvinced. He 
puts it plainly, reminding his immediate audience once again that the propagandist’s 
job is to reach beyond the already convinced: “As a propagandizer, it is not his work to 
convince the convinced, but to plead with the unconvinced, which requires him to use 
 their  vocabulary,  their  values,  their  symbols, insofar as this is possible” (92; emphasis in 
original). At the heart of this statement and its stress on the word  their  lies identifi cation, 
Burke’s thoroughly rhetorical concept that considers audience foremost while shaping 
a message. And this includes potential and distant audiences, the  they  of the passage’s 
 their .   3    

 In a discussion of Burke’s speech during the Writers’ Congress, Burke clarifi es his 
point about how the symbol of the worker ought to operate. “I did not mean,” he said,

  that there is anything negative about the worker symbol in itself, but only insofar 
as it  tends to  overly restrict a writer’s range of interests and emphases. In practice 
it  tends to  focus a writer’s attention upon traits that enlist our  sympathies —whereas 
by a  positive  symbol I meant that one enlists not only our  sympathies  but also our 
 ambitions . (Hart 171; emphasis in original)  

 By linking ambitions with sympathies in his formulation of positive identifi cation, 
Burke shows how words can help fuse imagined futures. In the words of his speech, 
“propaganda (the extension of one’s recruiting into ever widening areas) is possible only 
insofar as the propagandizer and the propagandized have  kindred  values, share the  same  
base of reference” (91). Th e idea of rhetorical fusion—fused values, fused interests, and 
fused futures—persists in this passage, driving Burke’s notion of identifi cation and com-
bining with Burke’s discussion of exclusion and inclusion. 

 Exclusion and inclusion is another important distinction Burke forwarded to the 
attendees of the First American Writers’ Congress. On the one hand, there is what 
he calls  propaganda by exclusion,  which he characterizes as “a tendency to eliminate 
from one’s work all that does not deal specifi cally” with the realities involved in one’s 
cause. Such a singular focus—he gives the example of the focus on workers’ oppres-
sion—remains unable to fully connect with anyone, even, he argues in this instance, 
the workers (93). On the other hand, there is “ propaganda by inclusion, ” which he 
leaves undefi ned except by deduction:  it works in the opposite direction of propa-
ganda that works by exclusion. Propaganda by inclusion, that is, allows for the com-
plexity of multiple perspectives by going wide rather than focusing narrowly on one 
part of one cause. It encompasses a range of attitudes, thereby making possible infi nite 
identifi cations.   4    
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 By the end of the First Writers’ Congress, Burke had set forth a plan for shift ing the 
Left ’s strategy. And the plan—to swap the term “worker” for the term “people”—was as 
simple as the underlying method was comprehensive. Th at is, it would not be enough for 
Burke’s colleagues to alter one little word in their message. Th at alteration must accom-
pany a radical change in the places to which they take that message. And yet it was the 
simpler solution that caused the controversy. 

 Burke’s paper was one of two papers that “provoked most of the discussion” at the 
congress, according to Henry Hart, who assembled the speeches and subsequent discus-
sion into one volume (165).   5    As Ann George and Jack Selzer explain, Burke’s proposal to 
shift  away from the word  worker,  though not a modest one, was, for some, perhaps too 
moderate, too unrecognizably communist (19, 25–26), but the shift  to the word  people  
was perceived as downright dangerous. As congress attendee Allen Porter pointed out 
in his discussion of the speech, “the word ‘people’ is historically associated with dema-
goguery of the most vicious sort” (Hart 167). Th e German writer Friedrich Wolf spoke 
up, noting that “Hitler and Rosenberg used it. Th ey said, let us not talk any more about 
the workers, let us talk about the people” (Hart 167). Burke, when asked to reply to the 
criticisms, had this to say:

  I wish that some one had discussed the issue from my point of attack, the problem 
of propaganda. I think we are all agreed that we are trying to defend a position in 
favor of the workers, that we are trying to enlist in the cause of the workers. Th ere is 
no issue about that. Th e important thing is: how to make ourselves eff ective in this 
particular social structure? I am trying to point out that there is a fi rst stage where the 
writer’s primary job is to disarm people. First you knock at the door—and not until 
later will you become wholly precise. (Hart 170)  

 In knocking at the door of propaganda, Burke caused quite a commotion. As controver-
sies tend to do, this one—“the problem of propaganda”—would remain with him, and 
he with it. In the next three years, Burke would attempt to become even more precise, 
making plain the importance of rhetoric to his proposal, which was far more than just a 
proposal about a word-swap.  

    1936: The Social-Psychological 
Perspective   

 Perhaps to sharpen his “point of attack” in the year following the fi rst congress, Burke 
would set about reviewing key scientifi c studies of propaganda—and two studies of pro-
paganda in particular, one by Harold Lasswell entitled  Propaganda: Who Gets What and 
How?,  and the other by Leonard Doob,  Propaganda: Its Psychology and Technique . As 
Burke’s reviews of the books reveal, these studies helped him to clarify his views on pro-
paganda and rhetoric. Th ey did so by eliciting a strong, though mixed, response from 
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him and also by putting into play terms that appealed to Burke. Doob, for example, 
gives “attitude” a central place in his psychological study of propaganda, a conceptual 
move that Burke admires and appears to emulate (however unconsciously). But both 
Lasswell’s and Doob’s approaches simultaneously inspire and dissatisfy Burke, such that 
they spur him to further clarify his own approach to propaganda and to articulate rheto-
ric’s importance for any such approach. In doing so, Burke explicitly returns to the tan-
dem key terms of identifi cation and attitude that further distinguish his approach to 
propaganda. Like Lasswell and Doob, Burke believed in the usefulness of attitude and 
identifi cation for a study of propaganda, but he believed they were both missing the idea 
of rhetoric. 

 In his review of Doob’s volume (published in  Th e New Republic  early in 1936), Burke 
off ers one of his most emphatic statements about the value of a rhetorical perspective on 
propaganda, and so I want to quote the entire paragraph:

  One cannot talk about propaganda without fi rst talking about something else. At 
the time of Aristotle, propaganda would obviously have been treated under the 
heading of ‘rhetoric,’ the art of persuading people by the use of symbols. But though 
the formal devices of rhetoric can be discussed in themselves, the problem quickly 
shades off  into the fi eld of politics—and politics, as handled today, quickly shades off  
into such fi elds as economics, psychology, and sociology. For this reason, the study 
of rhetoric seems to me as quick an entrance to the modern scene as one can get. 
Hence the importance of a twentieth-century rhetoric, which centers in propaganda 
and advertising, that is, in the selling of goods and attitudes (the connecting link 
between propaganda and advertising usually being called “good-will advertising”). 
(“Anatomy” 371)  

 For Burke, as is by now evident, propaganda is rhetorical through and through, in that 
it has an audience (or many possible audiences), a message, and suasory inclinations. 
Burke’s avowal of rhetoric in his review of Doob’s book frames his main quibble with 
Doob’s approach: It relies too much on the “ ‘weapon’ ” of social psychology (371). For 
Burke, the “minds” of the masses—Doob’s focus—matter for a study of propaganda, 
insofar as they serve as an important locus for attitudes and identifi cations, but the 
words with which those minds are reached and changed matter equally and merit con-
sideration. He laments that Doob “had paid more attention” to such matters, and notes 
that “a complete discussion would also require the consideration of our modern rheto-
rics (propaganda, advertising, tendential news) in line with writings by men like Ogden, 
Richards, Sapir, and Malinowsky [ sic ]” (371–372). In this review, then, Burke registers 
his devotion to rhetoric as both a fi eld of study and as a set of practices. 

 Even more intriguingly than Burke’s foregrounding of rhetoric’s importance for pro-
paganda is his gravitation toward Lasswell and Doob’s choice of the term  attitude  to 
characterize how propaganda works. Attitude, for Burke, is one step from identifi ca-
tion. About the Communist Party, Doob notes that its “mass appeals . . . are calculated 
to arouse related attitudes favorable to the desired integration” (267) but that the Party 
instead “stirs” attitudes of hostility that actually thwart such integration. Th at Doob’s 
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notion of attitude stuck with Burke and found its way into Burke’s writing in the 1930s 
and 1940s is evident, again, in Burke’s review of Doob. In summarizing Doob’s view of 
how the process of propaganda works, most especially the prevailing  dis identifi cation 
with communism, Burke puts it this way:

  Th e propagandist wants to recommend Item A (be Item A a brand of soap, a war, a 
political philosophy, what you will). And he does so by  identifying  it with some value, 
or  attitude,  that already enjoys prestige in the productive pattern. Th us, since science 
now enjoys prestige, because technology is so important to our productive pattern, 
we fi nd advocates as diff erent as Dr. Dewey and a toothpaste fi rm recommending 
their products under the aegis of science. When God enjoyed prestige, you 
might have best sold soap by suggesting that cleanliness is next to godliness. (371; 
emphasis added)  

 Th e link between identifi cation and attitude is clear in this passage:  one forges an 
identifi cation with someone else by identifying one’s message with an attitude, wrap-
ping it in another positive message. Whereas Doob settles for describing how propa-
ganda works in the world, Burke wants to  apply  those descriptions, to make them into 
programs. 

 Rather than end with a grumble, then, Burke uses the space of the review to himself 
provide such a program, deploying the tools of Aristotelian rhetoric. “Th e power of 
suggestion,” he writes, “could be considered as a kind of implied syllogism, that gains 
its strength through being implicit rather than explicit” (371). Th is review shows Burke 
persisting with the distinction between implicit and explicit propaganda so central 
for his speech at the Writers’ Congress the year prior. His examples—an advertiser 
for toothpaste using a “picture of a scientist in a laboratory holding up a test-tube,” 
and “the baby-kissing of a politician”—are interesting forms of syllogistic reasoning.   6    
As these examples help to show, Burke’s notion of an implied syllogism is really what 
Aristotle would call an enthymeme. Th e enthymeme is Aristotle’s label for rhetorical 
shorthand, a kind of quick-and-dirty form of logical reasoning, what Burke here calls 
“a bastardized form of argument” (371). In the  Rhetoric,  Aristotle promotes this dis-
tinctly rhetorical mode of argument over the longhand form of argument favored in 
philosophical contexts that spell out every premise. Enthymemes pack away chains of 
syllogistic reasoning and can, therefore, be eff ective rhetorical tools, as Aristotle sug-
gests, because they induce a kind of “quick learning” ( Rhetoric  III.10.4) by involving 
the audience more intimately in supplying missing premises or arriving at a conclu-
sion just as—or better— before a rhetor does.   7    As Burke usefully puts it in his review of 
Doob’s book,

  Inasmuch as the syllogism is merely implied, the reader approaches it ‘creatively.’ 
He is involved as an ally, made a participant in the formation of the message. He is 
invited to tell himself something, precisely because the writer of the advertisement 
has not completed the statement. It is as though the advertisement were to count 
up to  six,  and the reader, getting the cue, “creatively” proceeds to supply  seven . (371)  

17_Castronovo_CH17.indd   33717_Castronovo_CH17.indd   337 9/30/2013   4:45:06 PM9/30/2013   4:45:06 PM



338   debra hawhee

 So, in Burke’s example of a politician’s kissing a baby—what Burke calls “the simplest act 
of propaganda”—the physical enthymeme packs a syllogism that “might run something 
like this”:

  “You are uncertain about my future conduct in offi  ce; but you feel that the love of 
babies indicates a love of mankind; my baby-kissing makes it obvious that I  love 
babies; therefore I love mankind; we try to do right by those we love; since I am a 
lover of mankind, and you are members of mankind, I mean to do right by you.” 
Such arguments are more eff ective when approached “creatively” rather than 
“critically.” (371)  

 In unwinding chains of logic enthymematically tamped into a quick smooch on a tow-
head, Burke packs in his own argument about “creative,” inductive modes of argument. 
Rhetoric, the syllogism’s disciplinary home, comes to the fore in this review as the pre-
ferred propagandistic mode. Burke’s examination of such syllogizing reveals, once 
again, his preference for implicit propaganda as opposed to explicit propaganda (propa-
ganda that puts it all out there). And it works to bring identifi cation front and center in 
Burke’s rhetorical approach. 

 Given Burke’s expressed dissatisfaction with Doob’s scanty treatment of lan-
guage, it would seem that he would gravitate to the work of Doob’s colleague Harold 
Lasswell, whose book,  Politics: Who Gets What, When, How?,  Burke reviewed nine 
months aft er he reviewed Doob’s book, and whose previous book,  World Politics 
and Personal Insecurity,  Burke appears to have consulted for his Writers’ Congress 
speech.   8    Lasswell takes a more explicitly symbolic approach, and it is an approach 
that Burke damns by the faintest of praise when he writes, “Like all works of the 
purely debunking sort, the book should be serviceable for the purposes of negativ-
istic, disintegrative criticism” (“Methodology” 250). Th e “purely debunking” and 
strictly “scientifi c” criticism leaves Burke wondering whether Lasswell’s “terminol-
ogy is as broad as required by the situation it would chart” (250) and longing for an 
approach that would analyze “human conduct in an  integrative  vocabulary” (250). 
Th is review makes an important move, noticeable when held up next to the review 
of Doob. Doob’s book sends Burke emphatically to rhetoric to explain what is miss-
ing from Doob’s ideas, and to supplement them with illustrative explanations of how 
implied syllogisms work. But Burke’s shorter review of Lasswell dwells on the need 
for a criticism that is not just rhetorical but one that is “integrative.” It, therefore, 
sends him back to the style of rhetorical practice laid out as early as “Boring from 
Within,” but here Burke wants to bring that style to the realm of criticism. Because 
Doob’s and Lasswell’s approaches are largely critical—because they show how propa-
ganda works largely in order to debunk it—Burke’s engagement with them pulls him 
more deeply into criticism, giving new, critical legs to his rhetorical philosophy, a 
philosophy built on an exceedingly broad, open, comprehensive style of engagement. 
Th e evidence for this move from propaganda as a practice to criticism of propaganda 
can be found in two works from 1937.  
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    1937: Toward a Propaganda Criticism   

 Th at Burke was moving toward a mode of analyzing propaganda is by now evident, and 
that he was moving that direction as 1937 approached makes perfect sense, aligning him 
perfectly (for once) with trends of the day. Th e year 1937, aft er all, saw the founding 
of an Institute for Propaganda Analysis, which according to Michael Sproule favored a 
“particular fusion of academic and practical progressivism into an organized antipropa-
ganda critique” (177). As Sproule documents, however, the IPA was beset by the limits 
of its “cynical debunking spirit” (171). As the IPA took shape, though, Burke was laying 
the groundwork for a much-needed practical, progressive criticism that maintained the 
spirit of his earlier interventions.   9    

 In November 1937, again in the pages of  Th e New Republic,  Burke published “Reading 
While You Run: An Exercise in Translation from English into English,” a snappy piece 
of criticism that demonstrates a central claim: “capitalist propaganda is so ingrained in 
our speech that it is as natural as breathing” (36). In this piece, he examines news head-
lines of the day using the kind of reverse syllogizing he performed in his examination 
of Doob’s book the previous year. For example, in the headline “Fight for a Return to 
‘American System’ ” he fi nds “some such argument as this: If you are wholesome, you 
love your country; your country is capitalist; therefore, to be wholesome, you must love 
capitalism” (36). Along the way, he shows how certain words can be translated from, as 
the subtitle suggests, “English into English”: “industry” according to Burke translates as 
“Big Business”; “promoters” are really “managers”; “enterprise” indicates “opportunity 
for excess profi ts” (36). Such words, micro-instances of identifi cation (37), are used to 
take the edge off  capitalism, to fashion a better fi t with the “American Way.” “Reading 
While You Run” could not be more direct in its upshot: “once you allow a  promoter  to 
look like a  manager,  once you allow the  channelization of profi ts  to mean the same thing 
as  control of production,  you are in for the same old fabulous swing from Republicans to 
Democrats and from Democrats to Republicans” (37). He concludes: “And the words by 
which they advocate the swing from one to the other are precisely the words that keep 
people from getting rid of them both. History is a skilled dramatist, the dramatic irony 
as the main feature of the plot” (37). Once again, this brief refl ection shows Burke using 
rhetoric as a mode of critique. In exhorting readers of  Th e New Republic  to read while 
they run from capitalism, and in showing history itself to be rife with the kind of dra-
matic irony he locates in these sly and barely perceptible shift s in language, Burke paved 
the way for the kind of fi ne-grained criticism that would guide his later reading of Hitler. 

 But he made one more return to the previous work on positive propagandistic mes-
sages. Later that year, Burke published an art review in which he meditates on propaganda 
and enacts, briefl y but pointedly, his emerging critical method. Th e painting in question is 
Peter Blume’s  Th e Eternal City  (   Figure 17.1  ). Depicting many of Rome’s more violent past 
lives, Blume’s work features a backlit depiction of a mostly entombed Christ behind a pile 
of dismembered antiquities scattered into a rubble with a woman sitting in their midst, 
begging for alms. Th e focal point of the painting is a cartoonish rendering of a menacing 
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Mussolini-in-the-box, popping seemingly out of the painting’s depths, his lips painted 
into a cartoonish bright red snarl, his bulging eyes glaring past the painting’s frame, his 
skin cast in putrid green. In the near background, a battle is waged in the ruins of a temple 
before a colosseum-style balcony, an enormous and stately tree sprawling between the 
two structures. In the far background, mountains spike toward backlit clouds.      

 Burke’s review does not waste time with thick description, instead cutting to some-
thing of the chase in the third paragraph: “To label it bluntly,” Burke writes, “we might 
call ‘Th e Eternal City’ the painting of a surrealist, turned social propagandist” (“Growth” 
165). Th e remainder of the review, in explaining this characterization, off ers a lucid 
depiction of Burke’s approach to propaganda. Burke’s review takes  Th e Eternal City  as 
an occasion for meditating on the kind of propaganda to which artists and writers ought 
to aspire, and it stands as a fascinating pivot from his previous work on what sort of pro-
paganda his peers should themselves create to the critical approach to propaganda that 
would guide his 1939 Writers’ Congress speech. 

 Blume, for Burke, probably most closely approximates what Burke in 1935 called a 
“complete propagandist” (“Revolutionary” 90). Once Burke labels  Th e Eternal City  the 
work of a social propagandist, he feels he “must hasten to modify” (165) and elaborates 
in this way:

  It does not trifl e with enigmas, as so much of surrealism does. And, as propaganda, 
it extends its range until a total personality is encompassed; the propagandist 

 
   figure  17.1    Blume’s  Th e Eternal City.    
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element merely takes its place as one function in a broad texture of consciousness, 
having much more scope and complexity than the artist could possibly include if he 
conceived of propaganda as a purely utilitarian act (to “sell” this policy as against that 
policy). (165)  

 Th e Eternal City ’s glowing, glaring image of Mussolini, as Burke indicates, is certainly 
not diffi  cult to decipher. But, here, Burke is much more concerned with  how  the propa-
gandistic message manifests itself: It is wholly worked into the entire canvas. Later in the 
review, Burke refers to this fusive approach as “propaganda-plus,” a tag he uses to char-
acterize “the complex way in which political meanings have been fused with other ele-
ments, religious, sexual and naturalistic” (165). In the context of his earlier terminology, 
“propaganda-plus” might be deemed the aim of his complete propagandist. On Burke’s 
view, propaganda saturates the painting, merging with  Th e Eternal City ’s many features, 
tones, and eras. Th e painting depicts how the propagandist should live; it becomes, for 
Burke, a representative anecdote for how propaganda can be strengthened by being 
blended with the tones and tinctures of multiple cultural lives. 

 Of the painting’s suggestive gathering of disparate images onto the same canvas, 
Burke notes with admiration in his review, “the possible interconnections are endless” 
(166). Th e possible interconnections help to enable infi nite possible instances of iden-
tifi cation, for a fusion of attitudes, a rhetorical drawing-in of many onlookers. As such, 
Blume’s painting helps to make visible the kind of mingling Burke advocated as early as 
six years prior to the review. 

 In many ways, an essay on Burke’s engagement with propaganda could end with this 
vibrant and lucid review of Blume’s painting, for it so neatly encapsulates the work he 
had done up to this point. Its notion of “propaganda-plus” clarifi es what his complete 
propagandist ought to do; its every paragraph bespeaks a commitment to his earlier 
messages, and its analysis bears the imprint of his engagement with the social psycholo-
gists. But the story does not end there; to be “complete” himself, Burke must engage the 
obverse of a propagandist like Blume. He must fi nally apply his propaganda approach to 
the work of a highly successful, though greatly loathed, propagandist. Th e ideas building 
through Burke’s review track discernibly into his speech at the Th ird Writers’ Congress, 
“Th e Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle.’ ”  

    Propaganda and Criticism   

 If Burke’s speech at the First Writers’ Congress sought to adopt the tools of propaganda 
without the tenor, then his speech at the Th ird Writers’ Congress suggests both that he 
very much found—and fi lled—that role  and  that he did not much care for the tenor of 
most existing propaganda criticism. 

 “Th e Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle’ ” begins with Burke expressing his outright disap-
proval of prior attempts to analyze Hitler’s tome: “Th e appearance of  Mein Kampf  in 
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unexpurgated translation has called forth far too many vandalistic comments. Th ere are 
other ways of burning books than on the pyre—and the favorite method of the hasty 
reviewer is to deprive himself and his readers by inattention” (191).  Mein Kampf,  that 
is, calls for more thoroughgoing consideration than can be given by a career reviewer 
going about his daily business, a reviewer who might “content himself,” as Burke puts it, 
“with the mere infl icting of a few symbolic wounds upon this book and its author, of an 
intensity varying with the resources of the reviewer and the time at his disposal” (191). 
He continues:

  If the reviewer but knocks off  a few adverse attitudinizings and calls it a day, with a 
guaranty in advance that his article will have a favorable reception among the decent 
members of our population, he is contributing more to our gratifi cation than to our 
enlightenment. (190)  

 In other words, reviews of  Mein Kampf  ought not merely to satisfy the urge to kick 
the dictator, they ought to educate readers about how the dictator thinks. Here, Burke 
returns to a point he intimated via Nietzsche in the earlier essay “War, Response, and 
Contradiction”: Criticism that dismisses is about as practical as no criticism at all.   10    As 
Burke exhorts in tones of near-exasperation, Hitler “has been helpful enough to put 
his cards face up on the table, that we might examine his hands. Let us then, for God’s 
sake, examine them” (192). He is quite clear about the ends of such an examination:

  Here is the testament of a man who sung a great people into his wake. Let us watch it 
carefully; and let us watch it, not merely to discover some grounds for prophesying 
what political move is to follow Munich, and what move to follow that move, etc.: let 
us try also to discover what kind of “medicine” this medicine-man has concocted, 
that we may know, with greater accuracy, exactly what to guard against, if we are to 
forestall the concocting of similar medicine in America. (191)  

 Burke’s criticism leans on the truism oft en ascribed to history about understanding the 
past so as not to repeat it, but here it folds in even more foresight: the goal is understand-
ing propaganda so that propaganda itself can be better discerned, its political eff ects 
anticipated and—most importantly—resisted. 

 What follows is a fi ne piece of criticism. Michael Denning calls it “perhaps the fi n-
est” of propaganda studies during its time, including the issues from the Institute for 
Propaganda Analysis (107). At the time, Malcolm Cowley called Burke’s analysis his 
“most brilliant” essay and one of the most “brilliant examples of the critic’s art” (17). 
What makes this piece of criticism so remarkable? Th e depth of its analysis, the use-
fulness of its insights, and its lingering power as a socio-political intervention. “Th e 
Rhetoric of Hitler’s Battle” develops and returns to points about the Nazi creation of 
unity, the religious pattern that creation assumed (208–209, 219), the sloganizing of rea-
son (199), the conditions—economic, political, personal—that led to Hitler’s “sponta-
neous” anti-semitism (197), and the resulting creation of a material scapegoat in the 
fi gure of the Jew (194–195). And all of these moves happen, importantly, under the ban-
ner of rhetoric as a mode of criticism. 
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 Rhetoric’s critical mode balances the kind of rhetorical practice that Burke advocated 
earlier in the decade. Whereas in Burke’s review of Blume, the critical mode helped him 
to cull the features of exemplary propaganda, in his review of Hitler, it helped him to 
spin a cautionary tale. Aft er a protracted account of the elements in Hitler’s propaganda, 
Burke begins his conclusion by turning to the then-current situation in the United 
States: “Our job, then, our anti-Hitler Battle, is to fi nd the available ways of making the 
Hitlerite distortions of religion apparent, in order that politicians of his kind in America 
be unable to perform a similar swindle” (219). He continues with a sort of syllogistic 
equation, the style of which makes his point as plain as it is resolute:

  Th e desire for unity is genuine and admirable. Th e desire for national unity, in the 
present state of the world, is genuine and admirable. But this unity, if attained on 
a deceptive basis, by emotional trickeries that shift  our criticism from the accurate 
locus of our trouble, is no unity at all. (219–220)  

 Burke sift s through  Mein Kampf  for the formative moments, the what-went-wrong-
heres that are not visible when people rush to and stop with the label “evil.” It is a label 
from which Burke does not shy, but neither does he wish to stop there. 

 Burke’s speech shows how it is not quite right to read Hitler’s as a “cult of the irratio-
nal”: “irrational it is, but it is carried on under the  slogan  of ‘Reason’ ” (199). He contin-
ues, “Similarly, his cult of war is developed ‘in the name of ’ humility, love, and peace” 
(199). In this way, Burke’s analysis operates in the same vein as “Reading While You 
Run,” only it is an exercise in translation from an English translation into English. He 
enumerates the features of Hitler’s anti-Semitic “unifi cation device” (202) for it is not 
enough simply to label it anti-Semitic; one must unpack such a strategy of  dis identi-
fi cation in order to understand it better. In such translation work (which requires the 
patience he advocated in rhetorical practice), he shows how Hitler performed the 
“symbolic change” (214) “from the ‘spiritual ancestry’ of the Hebrew prophets to the 
‘superior’ ancestry of ‘Aryanism’ ” (215), thereby giving “his story a kind of bastardized 
modernization, along the lines of naturalistic, materialistic ‘science,’ by his fi ction of the 
special ‘blood-stream’ ” (215). Th at is, part of Hitler’s slogan of Reason worked because 
he identifi ed his logic with the prevailing values of nature and science. 

 Burke does not stop with an analysis of Hitler’s words. He also considers the material 
rhetorical aspects of his eff orts. He believes Hitler shows “to a very disturbing degree, 
the power of endless repetition” as evident in circulars for Nazi meetings, which reit-
erated what Burke calls “two ‘complementary’ themes”: “ ‘Jews not admitted’ and ‘War 
victims free’ ” (217). He discusses Hitler’s knowledge of “the power of spectacle” (217) 
in the context of the overwhelming visual symbol of Nazi guards in Nazi uniforms. All 
these factors must be considered in a complete analysis of Hitler’s propagandistic mode. 
At one point, Burke charts Hitler’s equations in this way:

  In sum: Hitler’s inner voice, equals leader-people identifi cation, equals unity, equals 
Reich, equals the mecca of Munich, equals plow, equals sword, equals work, equals 
war, equals army as midrib, equals responsibility (the personal responsibility of the 
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absolute ruler), equals sacrifi ce, equals the theory of “German democracy” (the 
free popular choice of the leader, who then accepts the responsibility, and demands 
absolute obedience in exchange for his sacrifi ce), equals love (with the masses as 
feminine), equals idealism, equals obedience to nature, equals race, nation. (206)  

 Th is set of identifi catory “equations” spills into a footnote that sprawls onto the next 
page, aptly exemplifying the thoroughness of Burke’s criticism. 

 Th is speech shows Burke inhabiting the realm of propaganda criticism in the style 
of generative, patient indwelling that he promoted for the practice of propaganda in 
“Revolutionary Symbolism in America.” In doing so, he is able to translate his positive, 
practical approach to propaganda as a practice into a critical approach to propaganda. 
Such an approach would suspend the dismissive style of judgment (keeping alive, as 
Burke does, a frank acknowledgment of where the “evil” lies), which would enable a 
wider-eyed view of what rhetorical moves someone like Hitler made, and how and why 
he made them. Th at approach leads to what several scholars have called an argument for 
“critical responsibility.”   11    

 “Th e Rhetoric of Hitler’s ‘Battle’ ” is well known by students of propaganda and stu-
dents of Burkean rhetoric alike, but scholars interested in Burke’s distinctive approach to 
propaganda might not be able to glean that approach so fully from this critical capstone. 
Nor is it fully apparent in his speech at the First Writers’ Congress. Th e conversations in 
which Burke was engaged in the years prior to that speech, as well as his refl ections on 
propaganda prompted by its controversial reception, led to some important refi nements 
and directions. Th ese include a turn to attitude, identifi cation, and rhetoric as the way 
to approach propaganda. Th at turn to rhetoric, prompted by Burke’s dissatisfaction with 
social-psychological and “debunking” accounts of propaganda, eventually resulted in 
a refi ned and robust critical method, a time-consuming, poeticized criticism that fore-
stalled hasty conclusions about how a piece of propaganda—be it a slogan, a headline, a 
book, or even a painting—works.    

      Notes   

       1  .  Incidentally, 1937 was also the year of the Second American Writers’ Congress. Ann George 
and Jack Selzer off er a wonderful contextualization of this event (147–151). See also note 10.   

       2  .  See, for example, Daniel de Leon’s excoriation of “the policy to bore from within ALONE” 
(3). Th anks to Jonathan Auerbach for sending along this piece. Th e phrase Burke uses has 
a long and interesting history that I do not have time to go into here, but his adoption of it 
as a positive phrase is in keeping with a number of moves vis-à-vis propaganda (including 
propaganda itself) that I will discuss in this essay.   

       3  .  Indeed, “Revolutionary Symbolism in America” featured perhaps the earliest instance of 
the term  identifi cation  published by Burke. Here is that passage:  

  Reduced to a precept, the formula would run: Let one encompass as many desirable 
features of our cultural heritage as possible—and let him make sure that his 
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political alignment fi gures prominently among them. . . . And I am suggesting that 
an approach based upon the positive symbol of “the people,” rather than upon the 
negative symbol of ‘the worker,’ makes more naturally for this kind of  identifi cation  
whereby one’s political alignment is fused with broader cultural elements (91; 
emphasis added).   

       4  .  George and Selzer discuss at length how the concepts of inclusion and exclusion helped to 
point Burke to the idea of identifi cation (26–27).   

       5  .  Th e other speech that provoked considerable discussion was Edwin Seaver’s “Th e 
Proletarian Novel.”   

       6  .  It ought to be noted that Burke’s discussion of the picture and the baby-kissing as implied 
syllogism (and, therefore, an enthymeme) is a unique and early instance of liberally 
applying the Aristotelian concepts to visual and bodily/gestural rhetoric.   

       7  .  For more on the enthymeme as developed by the ancients, see Walker.   
       8  .  It is diffi  cult to know if it is this or some other study Burke was referring to when he 

cited Lasswell’s work on revolutions in his speech. Intriguingly, though,  World Politics  
frequently uses the term  identifi cation  (and the phrase “symbols of identifi cation”), 
though  identifi cation  vanishes from the more popular book that Burke would end up 
reviewing.   

       9  .  His speech to the Second Writers’ Congress also off ers a glimpse of him working out 
an approach to criticism, and although it does not specifi cally address propaganda, it 
nevertheless ties together his speeches to the First and Second Writers’ Congress, especially 
with his complaints about critics’ reliance on concepts as “shorthand, a shortcut” (“Th e 
Relation between Literature and Science,” 167) as opposed to poets, who have a fi nger on 
the pulse of experience (166). 

 He sums it up usefully this way:  

  Th ere is an old saw, “Th e longest way round is the shortest way home.” Poet and 
critic both, are trying to fi nd ‘home,’ either an old home or a new one. And critics 
do not, unfortunately, have a method that obeys this wise saw. Th e concept is 
shorthand, a short-cut. Concepts can jump the gap between inner circle and outer 
circle.  Conceptually,  one may quickly jump across the gap between capitalism and 
communism. But the poet’s way is necessarily more cumbersome. It is the longer way 
round. It has not got there until it has humanized, personalized. (167)   

 In the context of his work on propaganda (and the mention of capitalism and communism 
suggest that this is how this passage in particular, if not the entire speech, ought to 
be read), this passage suggests a need to poeticize criticism, to drag concepts through 
the messy ground of the living. Th e 1937 Writers’ Congress speech, then, documents 
an important move of Burke’s general, integrative approach to propaganda into his 
criticism.   

       10  .  Th e line to which I am referring reads as follows: “He knew that the morality of combat is 
no despicable thing, that morals are fi sts, and that we cannot stop at noting the savagery of 
some slayer or the greed of some fi nancial monopolist” (256).   

       11  .  See Pauley, who gives a helpful account of these readings, on his way to a tremendous 
contextualization of Burke’s speech.      
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          chapter 18 

 jacques ellul’s 
contribu tion to 

propaganda studies      

 randal   marlin     

    Jacques Ellul’s importance as a propaganda theorist shows no signs of diminishing 
since the publication of his major study,  Propaganda , in 1965 (fi rst published in French 
as  Propagandes  in 1962) or his death in 1994. What sets him apart from other propa-
ganda theorists is the diversity of perspectives he brings to the subject. He attends to spe-
cifi c techniques of persuasion, and has made detailed studies of particular propaganda 
campaigns, but he also provides a bold, synthesizing analysis of propaganda as a specifi -
cally modern phenomenon, inseparably linked to technological society and threatening 
human freedom at its foundation. Th e depth and breadth of his preoccupation with the 
subject guarantees a central place for his thoughts in the study of propaganda. 

 Crucial for understanding and appraising his work properly is to relate it to context. 
Ellul sometimes works within accepted defi nitions of propaganda, explicitly or implic-
itly. At other times, he is concerned with reshaping our views about the nature of pro-
paganda, arguing that it is a much more pervasive phenomenon than is commonly 
realized and issuing a wake-up call to heed its impact on our lives. One respect in which 
Ellul diff ers from many theorists of propaganda relates to the attention and importance 
he attaches to understanding the target of propaganda, the  propagandee . Central to his 
understanding of propaganda is his perception of an individual’s especially strong need 
in modern society for self-identity and self-validation. He traces this isolation back 
to the breakdown of the old order that came with the French Revolution, preceded by 
advances in printing technology a few centuries earlier. Further nineteenth-century 
mass circulation media techniques continued the unsettling eff ects, with mass con-
sciousness replacing a sense of rootedness in community (family, town, region, church). 

 Th e result of modernity, according to Ellul, is a thirst among deracinated psyches 
for reassurance, leaving a wide-open fi eld for exploitation by experts in opinion 
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manipulation. Modern propagandists, whether in advertising, public relations, or polit-
ical campaigning, can easily exploit the desire among individuals in mass society for 
security, belonging, and the need to be well regarded by one’s peers. 

 We see today, for example, no less than in the time Ellul wrote, the existence of a form 
of journalism that succeeds by presenting a highly charged, emotional vision of national 
and international current events, together with a simplifi ed view of history and contem-
porary reality. Th e reason Ellul gives for the success of this approach is that democracy 
requires people to be well informed, and a simplifi ed worldview provides handy protec-
tive coloring for masking widespread ignorance. Believing mass-mediated versions of 
“truth” makes one less likely to be targeted as ignorant or perverse by the crowd. 

 Against this background, we can highlight some uniquely Ellulian insights into 
propaganda, as well as contributions that overlap with more conventional studies but 
which still have some claim to originality. It will help to divide his thought into diff er-
ent segments and deal with each one separately. We will consider in turn (1) defi nition, 
(2) pre-propaganda, (3) categories of propaganda, (4) relation to truth, (5) intellectuals 
and susceptibility to propaganda, (6) propaganda and democracy, and (7) propaganda 
and ethics. 

 Apparent inconsistencies within Ellul’s thinking challenge an overall assessment of 
his thinking. As already indicated, these contradictions can largely be explained by the 
context and purpose of his writings,   1    but some diffi  culties still remain and will be dealt 
with in the course of what follows.     

 Definition 

   Ellul believed that propaganda in the full sense did not exist before the arrival of mass 
media of communication, of scientifi c advances in psychology and sociology, and the 
ability of power holders to aff ect people’s thinking in the context of uprooted and inse-
cure individuals sharing a mass consciousness. Th is particular insight does not pre-
vent him from defi ning propaganda in a way more consistent with accepted usage, as 
when he defi nes it as “a means of gaining power thanks to the support of psychologically 
manipulated groups or masses, or for using this power with support of the masses.”   2    Th e 
reference to “groups” paves the way for treating long-standing persuasive techniques as 
propaganda and not just something merely resembling it. We need to see this broader 
defi nition as a concession to ordinary usage in the context of supplying a dictionary 
defi nition, even though at odds with his developed view that, without a root and branch 
transformation of the persuadee, there is no propaganda in the full sense. 

 As envisaged by Ellul, modern propaganda does indeed take over the whole charac-
ter and consciousnesses of its targets. Propaganda in that sense is total. Th e most con-
spicuous example of such total propaganda emerged in Nazi Germany. Ellul witnessed 
the phenomenon of  orchestration , reinforcement of Nazi ideology from many diff erent 
media sources, in music, art, radio, cinema, posters, coins, speakers, demonstrations, 
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exhibitions, and more. As a professor at the University of Strasbourg at the time of Nazi 
occupation, he cautioned his students against these infl uences and specifi cally against 
joining the Nazi military, saying French recruits would be sent to the Eastern front and 
would be killed. He was denounced by a student, lost his job, and spent the rest of the 
war secluded in a remote farm east of Bordeaux. Ironically, the student did join, was sent 
to the Eastern front, and was killed. 

 Added to the saturation of all the arts with Nazi ideology, there was the deliberate 
unsettling of people’s previous beliefs through the use of psychological methods involv-
ing terror. Random violence was used by the Nazis to instill fear in targeted groups so 
that their customary rational world would be replaced by uncertainty and irrationality, 
circumstances that favored abandoning any attempt at resistance. Rather than sustain-
ing a natural resentment and resistance against the perpetrators of such random vio-
lence, the ordinary individual is pressured to recover from his or her dislocated world 
by joining those who seem to be in control. Th e individual thus wants to share the new 
ideology and, as a result, ends up willingly embracing it. 

 Given this conception of total propaganda, encompassing all the pertinent data sup-
plied by social sciences regarding mind manipulation, one would expect a narrow defi -
nition of propaganda. In fact, Ellul covers a much broader compass. Focusing on the 
persuadee, he draws attention to the subtle psychological and sociological forces work-
ing on individuals in mass society to the detriment of individual autonomy and freedom. 
Some of these attempts may be deliberate and contrived, others may lack the visibility 
of Nazi controls but are not less eff ective; indeed, the very visibility of a propaganda 
source allows at least for internal mental resistance, whereas “sociological propaganda,” 
explained below, lacks an identifi able source that might be guarded against. To appreci-
ate his argument, we need to examine the separate but related pillars upon which it rests.     

 Pre-Propaganda 

   As with rhetoric, propaganda must always appeal to some background beliefs or values 
held by the persuadee. For Ellul, propaganda in the fullest sense will need to attach itself 
to the deepest, life-guiding ideals. When these inner convictions are not suited to the 
propagandist’s goals, preparation in the form of pre-propaganda may be needed. Here, 
we need to introduce a central idea of Ellul’s, that of  guiding myths . A myth, as he defi nes 
the concept, is something that shapes a person’s basic outlook on the world. It orders the 
world in a value-laden way but is accepted unquestionably by the myth holder. Th ose 
who think of “progress” as both good and inevitable, refusing to entertain possible criti-
cal evaluations of what is claimed to be progress, are examples of myth holders. For 
Ellul, the modern world was governed by two basic myths—that of history and mate-
rialism, which does not mean that history and materialism are in themselves myths. 
Rather, it means that they can become—and for many have become—mythical, in the 
way just described. 
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 Against the background of these two basic myths, Ellul refl ects on the many diff erent 
myths governing life outlooks in diff erent societies in the modern world. Among them 
we fi nd myths of the Führer, of Progress, of the Hero, of Youth, of the Nation, of Race, of 
Work, and even of Democracy. Each of these ideas can play a useful role in our thinking, 
but they become mythical when they dominate and even supplant thinking. We think 
of Nazi Germany in connection with the Race and Führer myths, but Work (“ Arbeit 
macht frei ”) and Nation also had roles to play. Th e myth of Progress is well suited to 
Communist or Socialist forms of government, but it can also underlie Capitalist soci-
ety, as can a mythifi ed view of Democracy. More recently, it has become apparent that 
some economists view “the Free Market” in terms evocative of an Ellulian myth, as 
they oppose government regulation of fi nancial institutions despite the existence of 
disaster-prone imperfections revealed in the fi nancial crisis of 2008. 

 Ellul uses the word “sub-propaganda” (Fr.  sub-propagande ) as equivalent to 
“pre-propaganda” in places, and it should be borne in mind that the underlying myths 
continually support the more visible propaganda. Once myths have been accepted, it 
then becomes possible to utilize them to accomplish more immediate goals. Because 
the myths, by defi nition, are unquestioned, the propagandist has an easier time get-
ting those under the spell of the myth to accept directives skillfully tied to those myths. 
We can understand this proclivity better when we focus on “sociological propaganda,” 
explained in the next section.     

 Categories of Propaganda 

    Ellul’s eightfold categorization of kinds of propaganda has deservedly received a lot of 
attention and constitutes a large part of the originality in his contribution to propaganda 
studies.   3    Th e inspiration for his classifi cation comes from his distinction between propa-
ganda’s familiar attributes and a contrasting set of characteristics that people commonly 
do not recognize. Ellul provides an important service in drawing attention to these less 
evident features of propaganda, although the question remains whether, in so extending 
his observations about the phenomenon of propaganda, he has not widened the scope of 
the term to unmanageable proportions. Ellul himself recognizes this problem but seems 
more interested in pursuing his insights about the general phenomenon of propaganda 
than in giving ironclad justifi cations for his terminological choices. 

 We need to pay attention to his central thesis that propaganda is a total phenomenon 
and something that transforms an individual’s personality. From this insight, we are led 
to see the diff erent strands of infl uence that shape this transformation and to call them 
characteristics of propaganda by virtue of their close and oft en essential connection to 
what is clearly recognizable as propaganda. 

 Ellul provides us with two sets of contrasting pairs of four categories.   4    As commonly 
conceived, propaganda is (1)   political , in the sense that it is organized by a defi nite 
group, to aff ect a defi nite target and for defi nite aims ( Ellul  1973 , 62 ); (2)  agitational , in 
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the sense that it gets people to act, stirring them to revolt, for example; (3)  vertical , in the 
sense of being directed from a few people at the top to aff ect the actions of the masses at 
the bottom of a chain of command; and (4)  irrational , in the sense of appealing to myths 
and emotions rather than to facts and reason. Th ese four characteristics easily come to 
mind when we think of propaganda in a dictatorial society, that of the Nazis being a 
prime example. Since these four categories are easily recognized, there is no great need 
to expand on these short descriptions. 

 Th e four less familiar categories of propaganda are, respectively, (1)   sociological 
propaganda , which does not start with a defi nite group infl uencing others to achieve 
clearly defi ned goals but is transmitted more or less unwittingly, as something presup-
posed rather than stated; (2)   integration propaganda , aimed at giving cohesion to a 
group rather than stirring up division and revolt; (3)  horizontal propaganda , in which 
group leaders interact with the masses in a way that gives the appearance of equality and 
nondomination; and (4)  rational propaganda , infl uencing people with facts and fi gures 
rather than by an overt emotional appeal.     

 Political and Sociological Propaganda 

   According to Ellul’s notion of sociological propaganda, instead of some group spreading 
an ideology to infl uence others, the direction is to some extent reversed, so that “[t] he 
existing economic, political, and sociological factors progressively allow an ideology to 
penetrate individuals or masses” ( Ellul  1973 , 63 ). Th e makers of motion pictures, adver-
tisers, public relations practitioners, those involved in “human engineering,” all may be 
instilling an ideology in their audiences, without consciously intending to do so. For 
example, Ellul thought American movie-makers of the 1950s may not have had a propa-
gandistic purpose, but they nevertheless produced fi lms extolling the American way of 
life. As with all sociological propaganda, the infl uence of this pro-American imagery was 
diff use, gradual, and imperceptible, lacking the appearance of propaganda, but it pro-
gressively took hold of people’s judgments. Th e same imagery can be seen as providing 
a bedrock foundation for future appeals to American exceptionalism in world politics. 
Th e point at which a fi lm is made with the deliberate intention of swaying the masses is 
the point where sociological propaganda crosses over into the more overt political kind. 

 Movies made with a deliberate propagandistic purpose, such as  Mrs. Miniver, 
Triumph of the Will , or  Red Nightmare , occupy the category of political propaganda. 
But the dividing line separating the two kinds of propaganda can be a fi ne one. J. Arthur 
Rank’s highly successful series of movies with Ealing Studios, with their favorable 
image of the British way of life, suggest a fi t with sociological propaganda. But some of 
Rank’s statements suggest that he deliberately set out to promote the British way of life 
with his fi lms, to counteract Hollywood infl uences. At this point, Ellul concludes that 
Rank crossed over into political propaganda ( Ellul  1973 , 67 ). It seems best to allow that 
the two categories of propaganda can coexist in the same fi lm, or in communication 
more generally. 
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 For Ellul, what makes sociological propaganda important is that the “infl uences fol-
low the same stereotypes and prejudices as [political] propaganda; they stir the same 
feelings and act on the individual in the same fashion” ( Ellul  1973 , 65 ). His central con-
cern is the eff ect propaganda has on our lives, and he rightly sees the loss of autonomy 
brought about by political propaganda as mirrored in the case of sociological propa-
ganda. Th e latter also shares some characteristics of total propaganda reminiscent of 
Nazi Germany. “It conditions, it introduces a truth, an ethic in various benign forms, 
which, although sporadic, end by creating a fully established personality structure.” Th e 
diff erence is that sociological propaganda is “inadequate in a moment of crisis” (66). But 
he believed that sociological propaganda prepares the ground for political propaganda, 
which is then easily graft ed onto it. 

 Whether one is French, British, American, or another nationality, the eff ect of nation-
alistic, sociological propaganda is the same. Th ose who have absorbed it believe their 
nation has reached the highest stage of civilization. Th ey then make value judgments 
based on this belief and think that what is un-French, un-British, un-American, or the 
like is necessarily evil. If Ellul’s idea here seems far-fetched, a look at discourse preva-
lent in times of fear, apprehension, and confl ict, as during the McCarthy hearings in the 
United States in the early 1950s, should vindicate his claim. A lot of post-9/11 discourse 
also is of this sort, in which exploration of possible motives for the terrorist attacks on 
U.S. territory tended to exclude anything that would attribute fault to the United States 
for previous military actions in the Middle East. 

 Although Ellul has a special category of “agitation propaganda” to be described, he 
still brings into his discussion of sociological propaganda the existence of agitators in the 
United States who target insecure groups not yet fully integrated into the national life—
new immigrants, demobilized soldiers, those struggling economically, for example. Th e 
agitator foments hatred against Communists, Blacks, Jews, and foreigners, without it 
being clear exactly whose interests are being promoted. Th e infl uence of such agitators 
“may crystallize suddenly in unexpected forms” ( Ellul  1973 , 69 ). Here, it is essential 
to bear in mind the extent to which deliberate, clearly-thought-out, defi ned goals are 
absent from this agitation; otherwise, we would be leaving the realm of the sociological 
for the political, in Ellul’s terms. Th is part of his discussion has a contemporary fl avor, 
considering the continuing prevalence of such agitation on the Internet today. 

 As with the case of fi lms, there is a crossover point into the political. Big business may 
fi nd it convenient to harness such agitators to promote antipathy toward government, 
skepticism about climate change, opposition to regulation, and confusion about causes 
of economic dislocation. Th e fi lm by Larrikan Films titled  (Astro) Turf Wars  (renamed 
 Th e Billionaires’ Tea Party , 2010) shows some of the corporate backing for groups going 
under the Tea Party banner, “Americans for Prosperity,” as one such among many exam-
ples of agitation. Many frustrated victims of economic dislocation may appeal to diff er-
ent myths and stereotypes without knowing how to translate them into eff ective action. 
Th ese people are easy targets for manipulation by those who do have the expertise 
and PR skills to make the links between myths and action, but whose interests may be 
diametrically opposed to those they appear to be assisting. 
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 Although Ellul gives us good reason to guard against those myths, stereotypes, and 
prejudices that constitute what he calls “sociological propaganda,” he leaves us with a 
category that is potentially so broad as to threaten its serviceability for rigorous study of 
propaganda. Are we to include under this category all the generally shared foundational 
beliefs of any given society at any given time? One answer might be to include under 
“sociological propaganda” only those beliefs that seem dubious, ill-founded, or wrong. 
Th is would make the term clearly normative, but insofar as the term “propaganda,” in 
one established sense, already is normatively negative, that would not constitute an 
objection. 

 Without the element of conscious agency and intention, the defi nition of “propa-
ganda,” when extended to include sociological propaganda, does seem in danger of los-
ing coherence and perhaps thereby muddying discourse about propaganda generally. 
But using the term in Ellul’s extended way opens our minds to some useful insights. 
Unless and until some more lasting solution to this problem is found, the proposal 
here is to use the term “sociological propaganda” in a guarded way to preserve those 
insights.     

 Agitation and Integration Propaganda 

   Th e second contrasting pair of propaganda categories is that of agitation as against inte-
gration. Agitation propaganda is highly visible and seeks to subvert an existing govern-
ment, undermine internal enemies of a government, or rally against an external enemy. 
Agitation propaganda creates a sense of excitement, summoning an individual from a 
humdrum life into one of adventure, asking people to give their utmost for a specifi ed 
cause in circumstances of crisis (real, imagined, or created by the agitation itself). Th e 
problem with agitation propaganda is that it is diffi  cult to maintain people for long at 
the “highest level of sacrifi ce, conviction, and devotion” ( Ellul  1973 , 72 ). Hatred is one 
emotion found most useful for promoting propaganda of agitation, as seen with Hitler’s 
repeated attacks on Jews, Stalin’s on Kulaks, and with Allied depictions of Japanese 
and Germans in the Second World War. In George Orwell’s satirical novel,  Nineteen 
Eighty-Four , regular hate-fests are ordered but against changing targets and with rewrit-
ten historical narratives justifying the hate. Th e simplicity of agitation propaganda 
means that it will feed on itself as each convert in turn aff ects others (74). It is especially 
suited to the less-educated and economically disadvantaged segments of the population. 

 In contrast to agitation propaganda, integration propaganda seeks conformity. It tries 
to achieve uniformity in a society, in which “each member should be only an organic 
and functional fragment of it, perfectly adapted and integrated.” It seeks to have the pop-
ulation sharing “the stereotypes, beliefs, and reactions of the group.” Th is propaganda is 
“more extensive and complex than propaganda of agitation” and has to be “permanent, 
for the individual can no longer be left  to himself ” ( Ellul  1973 , 75 ). It is not limited to 
government, and corporations can engage in it. A good illustration of this kind of pro-
paganda can be found in Roland Barthes’s discussion of a cover of  Paris Match  (June 
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26–July 3, 1955), where a young Black soldier is shown with glistening upward-gazing 
eyes saluting what is presumably the French fl ag.   5    Th e message conveyed is that people 
have reason to take pride in being French and that all is well with French rule in the colo-
nies. Once again, the problem of whether to classify this magazine cover as an example 
of sociological or political propaganda arises. It seems clear that at least Barthes sees 
enough deliberateness and intentionality to warrant viewing it as political. 

 Ellul considers integration propaganda the most important concern in modern 
times, engaging as it does in the “total molding of the person in depth” ( Ellul  1973 , 76 ). 
Th is is the kind of propaganda that works well on the more “comfortable, cultivated, 
and informed” segments of the population. Such people can be found making use of 
stereotypes and myths such as Technology, Nation, and Progress, even when they are 
opposed to their country’s involvement in war, as with the French and their involvement 
in Algeria. In such cases, a problem arises for a society emerging from a successful revo-
lution. Previously encouraged hatreds and habits of violence remain and make integra-
tion diffi  cult. A “New Order” needs to be advertised to bring previous opponents into 
collaboration with the new state. Ellul blamed Patrice Lumumba’s “unrestrained” propa-
ganda against the Belgians in the Congo in 1959 for making impossible the cooperation 
needed to restore order, although Belgian conduct toward the Congolese both prior and 
subsequent to Lumumba’s becoming prime minister of an independent Congo would 
likely have made exercising such restraint diffi  cult or impossible. 

 Chinese communism supplied Ellul with a contrasting example in which both kinds 
of propaganda were used simultaneously, thus smoothing the transition to postrevolu-
tionary society. Under Mao, those who entered the army became subject to “political 
education,” thereby making them more receptive to the new society following victory. 

 Between the two types of propaganda, it was clear to Ellul that the propaganda of 
integration used by the French was no match for the agitation used by the Front de 
Libération Nationale (FLN) in the Algerian war for independence. Th e latter spread the 
message that unhappiness was caused by French rule and that overthrowing this rule 
would bring freedom. Further, the FLN proclaimed that it would come to the aid of the 
Algerian people, solving all their problems. Countering the FLN appeal with the attrac-
tiveness of the French way of life proved ineff ectual.   6        

 Vertical and Horizontal Propaganda 

   With the third contrasting pair, vertical versus horizontal propaganda, we once 
again start with a familiar form of propaganda. Vertical propaganda is what we com-
monly think of: a leader who tries to infl uence the crowd from a position of author-
ity, above the rest. Targets of this kind of propaganda are passive, depersonalized, and 
react to suggestion at a meeting in a quasi-hypnotic way, as in a kind of conditioned 
refl ex. Th e propagandee will come to act vigorously on behalf of the cause and ideology 
imparted to him or her, but in a mechanized response, despite the targets’ belief that 
their response is autonomous ( Ellul  1973 , 80 ). Th e targeted individual becomes part of, 
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and indistinguishable from, the rest of the crowd. Th e eff ects of this propaganda are not 
long-lasting, however, and, in that way, contrast with horizontal propaganda. 

 Ellul sees horizontal propaganda as much more recent, although one might wonder 
whether he is thinking, in 1962, simply against the backdrop of the Second World War, 
since early Soviet propaganda oft en seemed to fi t this category. Two familiar forms are 
Chinese propaganda and group dynamics. Here, the propaganda is made with a given 
group and does not come from above. It is led by an animator who purports to be on an 
equal footing with the rest but who supplies skewed information, designed to lead the 
group to a given conclusion. Individuals in the group are not passive. Th ey speak out, 
but in connection with ideas and facts that tend in a certain direction, the one desired by 
the leader. Frequent meetings may be required to impart specifi c ideas and messages to 
the group. For propaganda to be fi rmly instilled, the operation has to proceed at a slow 
pace. A very large organization is needed to have a leader in each of the small groups, 
optimal size being about fi ft een to twenty people. Th e groups should be homogeneous 
regarding age, sex, class, and environment, to avoid divisiveness that would act as a dis-
traction. Th e family stands in the way of such homogeneity, and, in the case of commu-
nist China, government offi  cials felt it necessary to take people out of the family milieu 
for purposes of instilling propaganda. Ellul sees Western families as less cohesive and 
providing less of a barrier to such propaganda. 

 A further feature of horizontal propaganda is that it is always presented as education. 
Whether in communist or capitalist society, it can take place in schools, with the aim of 
making children adapt to their society. 

 Although diffi  cult to convey and enact, this form of propaganda has strong staying 
power because members of the group are constantly reinforcing it, and because it off ers 
individuals the opportunity to express themselves regularly.     

 Irrational and Rational Propaganda 

   Th at propaganda should trade on myth and irrationality fi ts the common conception of 
propaganda. Th at there should be a category of rational propaganda needs explaining, 
however. Surely scientifi c evidence is of the kind that has objective validity and advances 
our knowledge? Th at’s not something we commonly think of as propaganda. Nevertheless, 
Ellul rightly makes room for such a category, because much that is presented in the form 
of scientifi c proof is oft en deliberately manipulated to give false impressions. 

 A prime example is the use of opinion polls to mislead a public. Let’s say the issue is 
one of passing legislation to control the irresponsible behavior of one’s own country’s 
mining companies abroad. A bill is draft ed and it looks like it might succeed. To defeat 
the bill, one strategy is to devise an opinion poll asking people whether they would 
prefer some improved version of the bill. Th e “improved” version might be politically 
impossible to achieve, but pollsters don’t reveal this. Th e opinion poll then shows that 
a majority of people oppose the bill as draft ed, and politicians feel they can safely vote 
against it. Th e poll seems to be objective and scientifi c, and presumably it is, to the extent 
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of following good polling procedures. But the questions themselves are framed to pro-
duce a predetermined result. 

 Statistics and fi gures designed to impress without imparting genuine understanding 
are also common. G. K. Chesterton once wrote that the blackest of all lies can consist 
entirely of truths, but so selected as to give a wrong impression. An elaborate array of 
scientifi c evidence can be used to show that some ore sample is high in gold content. But 
such proofs are misleading if the ore sample sent for testing was “salted” and the blue 
ribbon scientists don’t mention that the sample handed to them by a mining company 
was not independently checked. 

 When Ellul wrote  Propaganda  in the early 1960s, he could say that people were 
increasingly seeking factual information as distinct from emotional forms of persua-
sion. He noted that even Hitler oft en made use of factual material in his propaganda. 
More and more, propaganda takes the form of information, he wrote ( Ellul  1973 , 85 ). 

 Today, it may still be true that people seek factual information, but it appears that the 
masses have no great desire to dig deeply into the evidential weight and force of such 
information. Th e term “truthiness”   7    has gained currency, to indicate putative factual 
evidence that has the ring of truth to average ears, without actually being true. Talk show 
hosts thrive on truthiness. Sometimes, alleged facts with a high degree of truthiness will 
outweigh genuine truth in the matter of persuasion. Napoleon’s comment, that the truth 
is not half as important as what people believe to be true, applies here. 

 People tend to be impressed when information is presented that seems scientifi c 
because of the arcane terms used and the proliferation of mathematical numbers and 
symbols that they don’t understand. It can be pure mumbo-jumbo, but it may be eff ec-
tive from a propaganda standpoint. In advertising a car, a whole lot of technical infor-
mation may be provided, impressing a customer who does not really comprehend the 
signifi cance of the data (86). 

 As Ellul writes, an individual can retain one item of information, but when presented 
with a hundred items of information, a person can neither remember, coordinate, nor 
understand them. What remains is an impression, the one a skillful propagandist desires 
to impart. Th e individual is dependent on factual information for forming opinions, but 
overloading with factual information ends up depriving him or her of genuine choice. 
Rational propaganda lands its targets in an irrational situation, leaving them with spuri-
ous autonomy.      

 Truth 

   As commonly understood, propaganda involves deception, but Ellul argues forcefully 
that messages spread by a propagandist are not necessarily false. In fact, as he notes, 
skilled propagandists such as Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi Minister of Propaganda, were 
concerned to be accurate on factual matters, to avoid being caught in a lie and thereby 
losing credibility. 
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 Oft en, the aim is to get a targeted population to think of one set of facts with a view to 
distracting attention from other facts that the propagandist wants to obscure. German 
propagandists reminded the French of the many times the British had been their enemy 
and frequently made sure to mention the British scuttling of the French fl eet at Mers-el-
Kébir, killing over a thousand young Frenchmen. With such examples, there is no need 
to lie, and the truth (although not the whole truth) is likely to be more successful. 

 When facts work against the interests of a propagandist, it is usually better to conceal 
them rather than lie about them. Ellul estimates that about a fi ft h of Goebbels’s war-
time directives to the press were orders simply to be silent about certain facts instead of 
inventing lies to counteract them. 

 As Ellul observes, the truth pays off  in the realm of facts, but deception still remains 
in the area of intentions and interpretations ( Ellul  1973 , 53 ). Obviously, the strat-
egy of distraction has to be concealed, for otherwise the target audience would resist 
succumbing to it. 

 Ellul’s example of how diff erent interpretations are placed on the same factual occur-
rences is insightful and still resonates. He writes (57, footnote):

  All bombings by the enemy are acts of savagery aimed only at civilian objectives, 
whereas all bombings by one’s own planes are proof of one’s superiority, and they 
never destroy anything but military objectives.  

One thinks of the current expression “collateral damage” used to partly sanitize bomb-
ing operations in which innocent civilians are killed. Th e expression has a sanitizing 
eff ect because it could apply merely to property damage. 

 Truth, understood philosophically as correspondence between statement and reality, 
has less of a role to play in connection with propaganda analysis than related terms such 
as honesty, candor, sincerity, and the like. A person of honesty and integrity will not state 
facts damaging to a person’s character without adding other facts that would restore this 
character if he or she is aware of such. Th e propagandist selects those facts that bolster 
the objective sought and conceals those that count against it, such as the circumstances 
requiring the British to act at Mers-el-Kébir.   8    As Ellul writes: “Th e propagandist auto-
matically chooses the array of facts which will be favorable to him and distorts them by 
using them out of context” ( Ellul  1973 , 56, footnote ). 

 Ellul also draws attention to the propaganda practice of meshing moral judgment with 
factual claims. Th e factual claims may be dubious, but combining the alleged facts with 
a strident moral denunciation shift s attention away from the question as to whether the 
factual assumptions are accurate. Moral judgments making use of intention-imputing 
words, such as “murder,” can conceal the fact that the intentions thus imputed may not 
be factually accurate.   9    

 Ellul makes it clear in the fi nal analysis that he views propaganda as necessarily con-
nected to untruth of some kind: “Propaganda is necessarily false when it speaks of val-
ues, of truth, of good, of justice, of happiness—and when it interprets and colors facts 
and imputes meaning to them” ( Ellul  1973 , 59 ). 
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 His reasoning is that the kinds of things dealt with in propaganda would require 
qualifi cation to be presented truthfully. Th at the United States of America stands for 
freedom is one such idea, and, within limits, it can be defended (how successfully being 
a debatable matter). But “[w] hen the United States poses as a defender of liberty—of 
all, everywhere and always—it uses a system of false representation” ( Ellul  1973 , 60 ). 
Similarly when the Soviet Union posed as a defender of true democracy: simplicity and 
exaggeration help the aim of propaganda, but not the cause of truth.     

 Intellectuals and Susceptibility to 
Propaganda 

   Like Jean-Paul Sartre and Noam Chomsky, thinkers whose ideas in many ways diff er 
signifi cantly from his, Ellul was distrustful of intellectuals’ ability to withstand pro-
paganda. For Sartre, social conditioning in a class system where intellectuals are well 
rewarded favors their acceptance and perpetration of propaganda sustaining that sys-
tem. Chomsky notes how government and corporations that together make up the 
military-industrial complex supply vast sums of research money to universities. Th ose 
accepting this funding will naturally be inclined to go along with the propaganda of fear 
and threats of war, insofar as it drives the funding from which they benefi t. 

 Ellul’s analysis is tied more to the psychology of the intellectual and the eff ect of the 
social milieu on his or her thinking. Whereas Sartre and Chomsky’s arguments are 
suited to exposing susceptibility to Right-wing propaganda, Ellul is conscious of pro-
paganda from both the Right and the Left . So, starting from the acquisition of literacy, 
Ellul observes that the liberating eff ect of reading depends on the kinds of things that 
are available for reading. Reading is not so liberating when the messages available to the 
newly literate mainly have to do with propaganda in support of a communist state. 

 Th e intellectual is especially vulnerable by misconceiving propaganda to be false-
hoods that an educated person should be able to detect. Being educated, the intellectual 
thinks him- or herself immune. But, for Ellul, this supposed immunity is far from the 
case. We have seen that propaganda is not tied necessarily to factual falsehoods. What 
oft en matters is where one directs one’s attention, what facts one chooses to see. Th e 
intellectual is trained to be sensitive to the spirit of universalism, and when confronted 
with rebellion by a colonized people of a diff erent race or ethnicity, he or she will seek 
reconciliation with the rebel leaders and will tend to legitimate the rebellion. Th e inten-
tion would be all well and good, but the infl uence of propaganda encourages the intel-
lectual’s unwillingness to look at critical complexities. Ellul writes:

  Th is universalism also leads to a totally unreal, abstract and ideological way of 
conceiving possibilities of reconciliation, without taking account of the multiplicity 
of facts and exigencies restricting action.   10     
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 Intellectuals are guided by myths, but oft en, as in the case of the myth of progress, dif-
ferently interpreted. Intellectuals are particularly sensitive to the values of reason, fair-
ness, justice, equality, democracy, self-determination, and the like. Propaganda that 
appeals to these values has a good chance of success with them. Propaganda by the FLN 
of Algeria in the years leading up to 1962 rested exclusively, Ellul claims, on the values 
of independence of peoples, social justice, and antiracism.   11    Intellectuals were swayed 
by these values without considering whether independence was likely to lead to more 
oppression, more social injustice, and retaliation. Th e French government’s appeal to 
the greatness of France and the 100-year occupation exerted no strong countervailing 
force against FLN propaganda.   12    

 Th e intellectuals’ skepticism, part of a tradition of doubt beginning with Descartes, 
induces the intellectual to discredit offi  cial government versions of facts and events. 
When the French government was found to have lied about involvement in torture, 
FLN propaganda had an easy time persuading people not to believe other government 
claims. 

 Ellul’s portrayal of intellectuals as following fashionable values of a given time, and 
of being under the sway of FLN propaganda, no doubt alienated him from them, and 
his popularity never reached the heights achieved in the United States. But his remarks 
stand up well against the most conspicuous intellectual of his time. Sartre’s distrust of 
intellectuals was class-oriented. He felt that intellectuals, as part of the ruling class, 
were only “pseudo-intellectuals” if they were not self-critical of the ideology instilled 
within them by the system. He advocated that a genuine intellectual should auto-
matically give support for whatever actions a united group of oppressed people might 
choose to make (wildcat strikes, for example). Sartre’s unqualifi ed and enthusiastic 
support for the violence of the FLN showed a poor grasp of historical and sociological 
reality in Ellul’s view.   13        

 Propaganda and Democracy 

   Ellul is a strong proponent of democracy but very confl icted when it comes to accepting 
a proper role for propaganda within a democracy. Th e value of democracy is found in 
the respect for persons in a system whereby all individuals have a chance to make their 
views known and to vote for representatives in whom they have confi dence, to form a 
governing body. Actual systems of government said to be democratic do not always fi t 
the ideal. Perhaps good people do not put themselves forward for election and Plato’s 
insight holds, that the fate of good people is then to be governed by inferiors. A big deter-
rent to running for offi  ce is the extent to which media will engage in personally deroga-
tory remarks, thus dissuading people who value their reputations. Ellul was aware of 
the modern replacement of words by images, but in theorizing about propaganda and 
democracy, he focuses on the diffi  culty of making complex decisions in harmony with 
public opinion. 
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 Th e problem of democratic governance in the modern world of communications was 
well recognized early in the twentieth century by Walter Lippmann. Th e world is too 
complex for the ordinary person to understand. It requires highly skilled, knowledge-
able reporters to interpret the world to the ordinary person. Several factors stand in the 
way of achieving satisfactory communication. One has to do with the economics of pub-
lishing. Informed and knowledgeable writers on law, economics, or other specialized 
areas command high salaries. But readers of mass circulation media oft en lack the abil-
ity to appreciate in-depth commentary and would prefer a simplifi ed version of com-
plex events. Some high-salaried people in electronic media gain popularity based not on 
their depth of insight but on their entertainment value, which can encompass glibness, 
quickness of wit, and oft en verbal bullying. 

 More importantly, today, there is bias in media ownership, an issue constantly raised 
and explored by Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky with the “propaganda model” 
expounded in their  Manufacturing Consent.    14    When conglomerates, including corpora-
tions with strong involvement in the production of military weaponry, own a large sec-
tion of the mass media, it can be expected that the media will give favorable treatment to 
large government expenditures on such weaponry. Ellul saw the mass media as, in eff ect, 
a part of technological society’s propensity toward technological self-augmentation. 

 Yet another impediment to democracy, for Ellul, lies with the general population, for 
reasons that have already been described. People feel the obligation to be knowledge-
able, but they don’t have the time to do their own investigations of complex societal 
problems, so they rely on the mass media to come up with a version of events that is 
accepted, perhaps for no other reason than that the version is widely propounded by 
the mass media. Not having their beliefs rooted in a deep understanding, the masses are 
fi ckle and can easily be swayed to contrary opinions, much as George Orwell described 
in  Nineteen Eighty-four . 

 Very reluctantly, Ellul concludes that, even in democracies, governments may need to 
engage in propaganda as a way of keeping public opinion stable long enough to pursue 
necessary objectives. Th is necessity is particularly true when a democratic country is 
threatened with attack by another state, or when subversive forces are at work within, 
perhaps in conjunction with a foreign power. What he poses is a classic dilemma: either 
a democracy does not engage in propaganda, in which case it will be overcome from 
without or subverted from within by those who do make use of propaganda, or a democ-
racy does engage in propaganda, defeating the threatening powers, but in the process 
becoming itself undemocratic in its methods.   15    

 Th is stark formulation has its uses, reminding one of the dangers of a simplistic “we 
must never engage in propaganda” or “of course we should engage in propaganda” atti-
tude. Having lived under Nazi occupation following very feeble French prewar pro-
paganda, Ellul fully understood the need to make compromises regarding democratic 
ideals. In conversation with the author, he gave an example of the kind of compro-
mise that might have been made prior to the Second World War. When the Spanish 
Civil War ended, there were active groups in France who could have served the cause 
of anti-Nazism very well, but they died out following Franco’s victory. Had the French 

18_Castronovo_CH18.indd   36118_Castronovo_CH18.indd   361 9/30/2013   4:51:44 PM9/30/2013   4:51:44 PM



362   randal marlin

government subsidized the publications of the networks of the Left , they would have 
been a powerful base for anti-Nazi resistance. 

 It seems possible that Ellul’s example might be used to defend the U.S. government’s 
support, through secret Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) funding of the maga-
zine  Encounter , an infl uential anticommunist publication that helped to turn people 
against Stalinism. Th e magazine became discredited when the funding was revealed in 
 Ramparts , a Left -wing publication in the late 1960s. Alternatively, it could be argued 
that circumstances in the 1960s were diff erent from the prewar period or the immedi-
ate postwar collision with the Soviet Union, and that furthering the Cold War mentality 
supported militarism and the ill-fated Vietnam War. 

 It would be wrong, in presenting Ellul’s ideas, to dwell on the particular possibilities 
of compromise. His main targets are those who underestimate the power of propa-
ganda, given the psychosocial techniques made available by modern science to those 
who can aff ord them, and on the other side, those who capitulate too easily to such 
powers. Propaganda can and will take over and redefi ne the human being but only if 
people are willing to let it do so by readily acceding to the myths and commonplaces of 
the age. 

 Yes, the mechanisms of propaganda can work eff ectively on us, but only if we let them. 
Th ey work on our needs and our laziness, our need to be reassured, to have ready expla-
nations for things, to be in agreement with others. Th ey will not work if we have the 
extraordinary courage to admit that we are torn apart, that we don’t have ready explana-
tions, that we are uncertain about the future. “If we accept this diffi  cult condition of the 
human, we will deprive propaganda of one of its surest means.”   16        

 Propaganda and Ethics 

   Curiously, Ellul’s major work on propaganda has little to say directly about the ethics 
of propaganda.   17    He treats it dispassionately, as a social scientist rather than an ethi-
cist, so that propaganda appears as amoral, rather than as something fundamentally 
immoral. Th e amoral aspect is consistent with his acknowledgment that propaganda 
may be necessary to preserve freedom and orderly government, just as it can be used 
for the opposite purpose. Yet we have seen that Ellul’s dominant view of propaganda 
is as something morally negative. He sees it as taking over and directing the essen-
tial being of propagandees, undermining their freedom and autonomy. Propaganda, 
if justifi ed at all, would have to appeal to well-known arguments applied to “dirty 
hands” situations, in which one’s range of options is of necessity limited and all of 
those options are in situations normally considered immoral. In such a situation, the 
choice of the “least worst” (as it is sometimes called) option can get a relative ethical 
justifi cation. 

 Ellul addressed the ethics of propaganda in an article published in 1981, “Th e Ethics 
of Propaganda: Propaganda, Innocence and Amorality.”     At the conclusion of this essay 
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he discusses the nature of ethics, making it clear that moral existence is only possible 
“with reference to others, in dialogue and in reciprocal participation in a common life. 
All ethics is necessarily an ethics of encounter.” Ethics dies when it “becomes a rigid 
law imposed from without.” Propaganda “substitutes for this relationship a sort of col-
lectivity, where each person remains completely alone and yet still belongs to a collec-
tive mass, where there are no interiorizations of a law, where behaviors stem from an 
external impetus, from a manipulation of which man remains completely unconscious” 
(1981: 174–175). Propaganda thus appears as the antithesis of morality, so why not call 
it immoral? 

 If propaganda is total, then it carries with it a self-enclosed system with its own moral-
ity. Moral criticism of that system does not eff ectively reach those who are within its 
protective walls because of a diff erence in fundamental moral principles. It would be like 
going to a court of law in the United States and arguing on the basis of Soviet legal prin-
ciples. So it would make sense for Ellul to argue on an amoral plane on the basis of a need 
to reach people who were not attuned, in a world dominated by propaganda myths. In 
the 1950s and early 1960s, positivism was a dominating force, and, to infl uence an audi-
ence, appeals to scientifi c arguments were needed. By adopting a scientifi c stance and 
treating propaganda as amoral, Ellul was able to reach a readership that would have 
turned away from an explicitly moral treatment of the subject. But he was able to com-
municate the moral message against propaganda indirectly, leaving unstated the idea 
that undermining our freedom and autonomy is bad. 

 Ellul makes it clear that he believes that the means chosen have a role in defi ning the 
ends and should not be separated from them. But recall that we have been speaking of 
propaganda as immoral on the basis of treating it as total. If we allow, as Ellul must do, 
that there are actions that are commonly called propaganda that stop short of trying to 
take over a person’s whole outlook to life, then we may fi nd cases where propaganda in 
this attenuated sense does not always exclude respect for the freedom and integrity of 
the other. And so we may reasonably argue for the morality or immorality of a given 
case of propaganda activity on a case-by-case basis, rather as moralists have treated acts 
of lying. 

 In an early work, he cautions against a one-sided view of propaganda: “Once again, we 
must avoid constructing what all propaganda presents us with: a Manichean world with 
white on one side, black on the other; good on one side, bad on the other—on one side 
sound information, on the other diabolical propaganda. Th e reality of the devil lies in 
having created ambiguity.”   18    

 It is not surprising that Ellul chose not to concentrate on this aspect of propaganda 
ethics. Th e much bigger fi sh to fry pertained to the diff erent myths that have captured so 
much of the modern human being’s mass consciousness, undermining his or her iden-
tity. It is the main aim and accomplishment of Ellul’s contribution to propaganda studies 
that he takes us from a relatively superfi cial view of propaganda to a very deep under-
standing of it, crossing all kinds of political, ideological, and geographical boundaries 
and bringing us smack up against its existential dimension.     
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 Conclusion 

   Ellul’s explorations of many specifi c aspects of propaganda have value independently of 
their connection with his larger eff orts to analyze the condition of the modern human 
as highly propagandized. Th e notion that propaganda must be total to be considered 
properly as propaganda and the idea that there are all-encompassing myths dominating 
our thinking also have a valuable role to play in alerting us to many unexamined precon-
ceptions, but critical examination of both of these and Ellul’s claims about them is likely 
to leave us wondering whether the myths in question have quite the dominance that 
he attributes to them. Perhaps it is Ellul himself who can take credit for our skepticism 
about his claims, since the critically assessed myth loses its dominance by virtue of that 
very critical examination.    

      Notes   

       1  .  See for example  Ellul ( 1967 ) , Introduction, where he explains how he will be using a 
defi nition of propaganda of wider scope in the context of tracing the history of propaganda.   

       2  .  “Moyen pour conquérir le pouvoir grâce à l’appui de groupes ou de masses 
psychologiquement manipulés, ou pour utiliser ce pouvoir en s’appuyant sur les masses.” 
“Propagande,” entry in Larousse, La Grande Encyclopédie (1975).   

       3  .  Th e section in Ellul (1965) dealing with categories of propaganda forms the fi rst chapter 
in    Garth S.   Jowett   and   Victoria   O’Donnell  ’s   Readings in Propaganda and Persuasion   
( Th ousand Oaks, CA :  Sage Publications ,  2006 ) , and his analysis plays an important role in 
 A. P. Foulkes ( 1983 ) .   

       4  .  Ellul’s treatment of the categories is in  Ellul ( 1973 ), 61–87 . We have reversed the ordering of 
the rational-irrational contrasting pair to fi t better with Ellul’s argument.   

       5  .   Barthes ( 1957 ) .   
       6  .  Some of the mechanisms of propaganda in the Algerian war of Independence are described 

in greater detail in  Ellul ( 1982 ) .   
       7  .  Th e term “truthiness” was coined by comedian Stephen Colbert in 2005, in the sense of 

what a person claims to know intuitively, “from the gut,” as distinct from having fi rm 
evidence.   

       8  .  Th is example, based on propaganda posters I have seen, is not Ellul’s, although I believe it 
is faithful to his thinking.   

       9  .  See  Marlin ( 2002 ) , 114–117.   
       10  .   Ellul ( 1982 ), 26 .   
       11  .     Ibid   .   
       12  .     Ibid  ., 27 .   
       13  .     Jean-Paul   Sartre  , “ A Plea for Intellectuals ,” in   J-P   Sartre  ,   Between Existentialism and 

Marxism   ( London :  Verso Books ,  2008 ),  228–285 , translated by   John   Matthews   [originally 
published in 1974] , and interview regarding Quebec and FLQ, published in Deux mai, 
January 29, 1971, a publication associated with the Movement pour la Défence des 
Prisoniers Politiques du Québec (MDPPQ).   
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       14  .   Herman and Chomsky ( 1988 ) .   
       15  .  Th e statement of the position described can be found in  Propaganda  (1973), 121–132.   
       16  .  “Si nous acceptons cette condition diffi  cile d’homme, alors nous privons la propagande 

d’un de ces moyens les plus sûrs,”    Jacques   Ellul  , “ La Propagande et la démocratie ,”   Res 
Publica  ,  5   ,  1963 –64:  323–333 , at 327 .   

       17  .  Th is section borrows from my article, “Some Problems in Jacques Ellul’s Treatment of 
Propaganda,” in  Troude-Chastenet ( 2005 ), 283–294 .   

       18  .  “Une fois de plus, il faut se résigner à ne pas construire ce monde manichéen que nous 
propose justement toute propagande, un coté blanc, un coté noir, un coté bon, un coté 
mauvais—d’un côté la saine information, de l’autre la diabolique propagande. La réalité 
du diable est d’avoir créé l’ambiguïté,” “Information et propagande,” in  Troude-Chastenet 
( 2006 ), 45 .           
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          chapter 19 

 the ends of 
misreading:  propaganda, 

demo cracy,  literature      

 sara   guyer     

    Paul de Man’s posthumously published essay on “Kant and Schiller,” in which he lauds 
Kant’s critical philosophy and laments Friedrich Schiller’s popularization of it, ends with 
a curious evocation of Joseph Goebbels, the notorious Minister of Propaganda under 
the Th ird Reich. Goebbels, known for prompting an entire sports arena to stand up for 
“total war” under the banner “Rise up people and unleash the storm,” had been a fan of 
Schiller. Before his ascent to political power, Goebbels had received a Ph.D. in litera-
ture, studied under Friedrich Gundolf (who helped to revitalize Schiller’s thought), and, 
in his 1929 novel,  Michael , Goebbels appropriates Schiller’s theory of art and aesthetic 
education to defi ne the goal of politics as the molding of the masses.   1    In the novel, he 
writes: “To shape a People out of the masses, and a State out of the People, this has always 
been the deepest intention of politics in the true sense.”   2    

 De Man invokes Goebbels at the conclusion of his own essay on Schiller to focus 
on the stakes—but also the inevitability—of misreading. Schiller’s English transla-
tors, Elizabeth M.  Wilkinson and L.  A. Willoughby (whose introduction presum-
ably alerted de Man to Goebbels’s novel) want to dismiss Goebbels’s appropriation 
of Schiller as  merely  a misreading, albeit a particularly violent and misdirected one, 
rather than part of an actual legacy that would tie aesthetic theory to political vio-
lence, and German idealism to National Socialism. In other words, Wilkinson and 
Willoughby wish to save Schiller from Goebbels—and they might be right. For, as 
they insist, it is true that the author of  Michael  grounds the Nazi propaganda machine 
in a  misreading  of Schiller, and it is on the basis of this misreading that he goes on to 
justify politics as the aesthetic formation of the People and the State. For de Man, it is 
also true that this is the  misreading of a misreading : Goebbels’s misreading of Schiller’s 
misreading of Kant. Rather than a stated program or shared political ideology, it is 
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above all this  misreading , rather than a  theory  of political and aesthetic formation, 
that Schiller and Goebbels have in common. In other words, de Man concurs with 
Schiller’s translators that Goebbels here misreads Schiller by turning a theory of art 
into a populist project, and one that ultimately had immense historical implications. 
He also recognizes that this misreading is part of a continuum of misreadings initi-
ated by Schiller himself when he turns Kant’s critical rigor into a recipe for aesthetic 
formation. De Man’s point, as others have noted with some discomfort, at once seems 
to free Schiller and aesthetic theory from culpability for political violence: Goebbels 
misreads Schiller. At the same time, it assigns this culpability anew:  Schiller, like 
Goebbels, misreads too.   3    

 Now, surely, the stakes of misreading turn out to be particularly high when we are 
talking about the Minister of Propaganda under the Th ird Reich and a horizon of vio-
lence justifi ed by a vision of the People. And one would be inclined, with good reason, 
to argue for a strategy or pedagogy that would put a stop to such egregious mishandling 
of aesthetic theory. Yet, de Man suggests that Goebbels’s misreading, rather than an 
exception, is part of a cycle that also includes Schiller’s simplifi ed and overly transmissi-
ble translation of Kantian critique. If, as Wilkinson and Willoughby suggest, Goebbels’s 
“Schillerian” theory of the state is egregious because it is based upon a misreading of 
Schiller’s theory, rather than being an implementation or interpretation of it, we will 
be hard pressed to rigorously distinguish among the master propagandist, the aesthe-
tician who arrived at his theories through a misreading of Kant, or the teacher who 
wishes to inform her students through paraphrase, summary, and interpretation. And 
this is de Man’s point. It is an unsettling—and even hyperbolic—one. De Man’s focus 
on misreading seems to implicate Schiller in a violent legacy of mass manipulation, 
murderous racism, and extremist nationalism, not because of his theory or public acts, 
but because of  how  he reads and misreads Kant. At the same time, it seems to dismiss 
Goebbels’s project as only an especially “grievous” form of misreading, one that, as de 
Man suggests, “does not essentially diff er from the misreading which Schiller infl icted 
on his own predecessor—namely, Kant.”   4    In “Kant and Schiller” de Man shows not only 
that misreading is ubiquitous and inescapable, but also that propaganda, the manipula-
tion of meaning with the aim of producing actual eff ects, can be construed as a problem 
of reading. 

 When de Man talks about misreading here, he also demonstrates how the political 
stakes of the aesthetic—even in an instance with an explicit political agenda—can be 
tied not to a stated claim or program, but to an experience of the text. He refers to a 
form of totalization that can be understood as continuous with violence—that is, with 
the imposition of form, meaning, and continuity, where there otherwise may be none. 
Th is totalization is at work both thematically and rhetorically in Schiller’s work (as it is 
in Goebbels). And although there is some overlap between the rhetorical and the the-
matic, de Man’s claim is surprising because in it, reading, rather than a political pro-
gram, is at issue. Th e latter, the thematization of violence tied to aesthetics, might be 
found throughout the texts of Schillerian idealism and National Socialist propaganda. 
For example, in a passage from the Fourth Letter that proved especially productive for 
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Goebbels’s understanding of the statesman, cited above, Schiller undertakes to compare 
the work of artisan and artist, teacher and politician:

  When the artisan lays hands upon the formless mass in order to shape it to his ends, 
he has no scruple in doing it violence; for the natural material he is working merits 
no respect for itself, and his concern is not with the whole for the sake of the parts, 
but with the part for the sake of the whole. When the artist lays hands upon the same 
mass, he has just as little scruple in doing it violence; but he avoids showing it. For 
the material he is handling he has not a whit more respect than has the artisan; but 
the eye which would seek to protect the freedom of the material he will endeavour to 
deceive by a show of yielding to this latter.   5     

Schiller goes on to distinguish the plastic artist (as deceiver of eye and mind) from the 
teacher or politician: “With the pedagogic or political artist things are very diff erent 
indeed. For him Man is at once the material on which he works and the goal toward 
which he strives. In this case the end turns back upon itself and becomes identical with 
the medium; and it is only inasmuch as the whole serves the parts that the parts are in 
any way bound to submit to the whole.”   6    Although the statesman is fi gured as respectful, 
rather than deceiving, and although the object is already the form, rather than a merely 
“formless mass,” artisan and artist, like statesman and teacher, are all engaged in a pro-
cess of formation that, respectful or not, is ordered by violence. 

 But it is in focusing on Schiller’s reading of Kant, his use of chiasmus and metaphor, 
tropes of substitution that resolve diff erences by fi at and thus eff ace nuances, distinc-
tions, and deviations, that de Man accounts for the way that Schiller converts Kant’s 
critical philosophy into a popular project in which every opposition or disruption can 
be reappropriated into the whole. It is in this sense that de Man points to Schiller’s read-
ing as something “ infl icted  on his own predecessor” (my emphasis), and, in doing so, 
identifi es textual or interpretive violence with the violence that Schiller describes in the 
Fourth Letter and that Goebbels infl icted on Germany and the European Jews. Yet, de 
Man is  not  making a cultural, philosophical, or historical claim about the continuity 
between Schiller’s aesthetic theory (or aesthetic education) and the Nazi genocide, and, 
unlike Walter Benjamin or Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, he is not focused on the aestheti-
cization of the political or the legacies of romantic aesthetics. Rather, he is identifying a 
mode of reading, one that, insofar as it relies on a certain smoothing over of interrup-
tions, is tied precisely to questions of aesthetics, democracy, and freedom. 

 When Willoughby and Wilkinson acknowledge Goebbels’s misreading of Schiller, 
they note that “he  plundered  Schiller’s aesthetics—while cunningly omitting Schiller’s 
operative distinctions” (cxli; 1967, my emphasis). Here reading is a criminal act, and 
misreading—the omission of key distinctions, say, between the artist and the politi-
cian—becomes the source of a new ideology. In other words, they diff erentiate Goebbels 
from Schiller by holding him accountable for reading in the way that de Man will show 
that Schiller reads. De Man also goes on to suggest that misreading, cunning or naïve, 
can have disastrous eff ects. It is a form of violence. However, if misreading is Goebbels’ 
error, it is one for which Schiller, like anyone who summarizes or covers over the gaps 
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between language and cognition—that is, anyone who writes, teaches, informs, or com-
municates, even in the name of freedom or resistance, and in doing so “omit[s]  . . . opera-
tive distinctions”—is also guilty. Here de Man turns to the fi rst person plural, to suggest 
that even he is at risk: “Whatever writing  we  do, whatever way  we  have of talking about 
art, whatever way  we  have of teaching, whatever justifi cation  we  give ourselves for teach-
ing, whatever the standards are and the values by means of which  we  teach, they are 
more than ever and profoundly Schillerian. Th ey come from Schiller and not from 
Kant.”   7    Th is is not simply to say that Schiller or any of us who write or teach are indistin-
guishable from the Nazi Minister of Propaganda, but rather that the criterion used here 
to dismiss the links between aesthetics and fascism—misreading and the manipulation 
of a text to serve an aim—and hence to protect us from culpability are far more ubiqui-
tous and unavoidable than we might like to believe.   8    It is not that there are no signifi cant 
diff erences between the impacts and contexts of these forms of violence (a point that a 
critic of de Man’s rhetorical reading might here be inclined to make), but only that they 
cannot be gauged by misreading. In other words, from the perspective of rhetoric, pro-
paganda is not tied to one device rather than another, but to misreading itself. 

 Th e evocation of Goebbels in the essay on “Kant and Schiller” is unsettling for it seems 
to assume a homogeny between catastrophic violence and acts of reading, a homogeny 
between the manipulation of language and ideas, the coercion of the masses, and the 
attempted destruction of a population. It is unsettling because what is at stake here is not 
even the use of a particular rhetorical device, but rather reading itself. More than this, 
the example, which de Man admits is “grievous,” points to the question of how a text 
can have external eff ects, how it can involve not only the coercion of another text that it 
may analyze or appropriate (Schiller’s Kant), but also the coercion of a group (Goebbels’s 
Germany). For readers of de Man’s essay, what is at stake then is the possibility of main-
taining these distinctions, when—as his very theory and practice of reading suggest—
indistinction and undecidability are unavoidable. 

 Analysts of propaganda have sought to distinguish between propaganda and persua-
sion (e.g., Jowett and O’Donnell) and also to consider the empirical problem of tracking 
the impact of media events on action and cognition (Zaller   1992  ; Perse   2001  ; Bryant and 
Th ompson   2002  ). In the fi rst case, there has been signifi cant concern that the identifi -
cation and critique of propaganda (e.g., in the work of Jacques Ellul [1973]) entails the 
rejection of all suasory discourse; the latter suggests that it is all too easy to overstate the 
powers of media on a population and all too diffi  cult to measure cause and eff ect.     

 Rhetoric or Propaganda (de Man) 

   For Paul de Man, the question of impact is also related to the very conception of rhetoric. 
In the 1970s and ’80s, de Man developed an approach to literary and philosophical study 
focused on the recovery and reinvention of rhetorical reading (i.e., the close reading of 
tropes and fi gures as levers that expose the fundamental unreadability or illegibility of 
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any text). Tropes and fi gures reveal the failure of a text to mean what it says and the vig-
orous, if unfulfi lled, attempt at concealing this failure to maintain the false promise of a 
cognizable universe, temporal continuity, and a closed circuit of meaning. 

 In the preface to  Allegories of Reading , de Man (  1982  ) refl ects upon the approach that 
he calls “the rhetoric of reading” and explains that “what emerges is a process of read-
ing in which rhetoric is a disruptive intertwining of trope and persuasion or—which 
is not quite the same thing—of cognitive and performative language.”   9    In other words, 
the very vehicle of persuasion impedes its outcome. Elsewhere, de Man seems to dis-
tinguish between alternative conceptions of rhetoric: rhetoric “as persuasion, as actual 
action upon others” and rhetoric “as an intralingusitic fi gure or trope.”   10    Yet, although 
rhetoric may be fi gured as “actual action,” albeit action in and through speech, it is far 
from eff ective or unidirectional. Instead, as dramatized through his readings of two rhe-
torical questions, one derived from mass culture (the television show All in the Family) 
and the other from a poem in part about aesthetic education (W. B. Yeats’s “Among 
School Children”), even a mean-spirited or aggressive communication by a known rac-
ist and sexist or an instance of pedagogical formation ends in confusion and frustration, 
rather than coherence and power. As de Man’s strategies of reading expose in this con-
text, rhetoric interferes with rather than supports the power of persuasion—let alone 
propaganda. So, whereas on the one hand, he registers a continuity between aesthetic 
education and mass manipulation, on the other hand, he suggests that this continuity 
is tied to a failure of reading. It is a failure that we might learn to resist and identify, but 
never without succumbing to the failure ourselves. Rhetorical reading, far from a mode 
of permanent resistance to ideological reading or a form of consistent ideology critique, 
will be subject to a version of the very failure that it purports to recognize and overcome. 

 In 1937, less than ten years aft er the publication of  Michael  and in the same year of 
Goebbels’s “Degenerate Art” exhibit, the Institute for Propaganda Analysis (IPA) 
published a well-known and widely circulated article on how to detect propaganda. 
In the article, which appeared in the second issue of the journal, the anonymous 
author (recently identifi ed as Clyde Miller) recognized “seven common propaganda 
devices”:  name calling, glittering generalities, transfer, testimonial, plain folk, card 
stacking, and bandwagon.   11    Although these are not quite the Greek or Latin terms found 
in Quintilian or Cicero, or even the modern terms found in Burke or Fontanier, the IPA 
nevertheless understands propaganda as eff ected by key fallacies, substitutions, and 
additions that are identifi able across texts. Th e article aimed to catalogue easily identifi -
able tropes and fi gures and to create a highly teachable rhetoric that would lead to basic 
training in propaganda critique. In this respect, it was a project in rhetorical analysis and 
critical reading issued at a moment when in Europe—and in the United States—propa-
ganda was rising and freedom of expression at risk. Although the IPA article certainly 
led to the increased identifi cation of tropes and fi gures, as registered by the catalogue of 
responses that J. Michael Sproule compiles, it did not in any way produce a more radical 
sense of rhetorical reading. Instead, it generated a sense of mastery and even protection 
without acknowledging that the very tools of such mastery were not fi ne enough either 
to distinguish between rhetoric and propaganda or to reveal the proximity between 
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them. In other words, despite the apparent focus on critical reading and rhetoric pro-
moted in the IPA article, the approach to propaganda as identifi cation and categoriza-
tion turned out to be an uncritical mode. Rather than expose a fundamental limit of 
language, communication, or rhetoric, it merely registers a particular instance of ideol-
ogy that could presumably be removed, thus allowing language to operate freely and 
without violence. 

 More recently, groups like the Center for Media and Democracy (CMD) have 
added to the IPA’s list an extensive catalogue of “propaganda techniques” that “may 
rely on some element of censorship or manipulation, either omitting signifi cant 
information or distorting it.”   12    Whereas, elsewhere in their materials, the CMD 
defi nes propaganda in terms of its intention (“serving an agenda”), the list of rhetori-
cal techniques and the suggestion of omission or distortion as their main mode also 
fails to distinguish propaganda from communication in general, insofar as communi-
cation’s eff ectiveness relies upon “omission and distortion” or tropes and fi gures. Put 
another way, the defi nition of propaganda off ered here suggests that there can be no 
communication—indeed no pedagogy—without some element of propaganda. With 
this defi nition, we have another version of Jacques Ellul’s account of propaganda, an 
account that implicates social science and off ers an implicit call for the value of the 
humanities.   13    

 Returning to “Kant and Schiller,” we see that de Man also can be understood to 
register the continuity between propaganda and persuasion. Yet, here, de Man, as 
I already have suggested, focuses not on the identifi cation of particular tropes and 
fi gures as propaganda’s markers, but on reading and misreading, where misreading 
is the unavoidable production of textual meaning through the assumption of trans-
missible unity rather than the recognition of the text as a scene of self-interruption.   14    
Reading, understanding, sense-making, communication, and teaching itself, far from 
being prophylaxis against the manipulation of language and ideas are, in de Man’s 
account, inevitably continuous with it. Th e point here is then not a slippery slope 
argument about textual and physical violence, nor is it a claim about the legacies of 
German aesthetic theory and its passage into politics, but rather a claim about acts 
of reading, communication, and understanding. It is not a matter of how Schiller or 
Goebbels conceive of formation or force, but rather, at least in the context of de Man’s 
essay, a matter of how they conceive of and practice reading. Th e focus of de Man’s 
claim, in other words, is not the theory of the aesthetic, but misreading as a practice 
of aestheticization. If this is a focus on rhetoric, it is not the rhetoric of persuasion 
or propaganda, but rather the incompatibility between rhetorical reading and sua-
sory discourse, whether in a quotidian or a more cunningly propagandistic sense. It 
is rhetoric as a mode of oft en egregious substitution that cannot simply be expunged 
from discourse, and it is in this focus on rhetoric and misreading that de Man off ers a 
radical response to the conventional approaches to propaganda critique. Two postwar 
philosophical accounts of literature and democracy, those of Sartre and Derrida, illu-
minate further the implications of de Man’s account of misreading and its relation to 
violent political discourse.     
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 Literature or Propaganda 
(Sartre and Derrida) 

   In his 1948 essay “Why Write?,” which belongs to a series of essays on the question 
of literature, Jean-Paul Sartre refl ects on the relation between writing and democracy, 
explaining:  “Th e art of prose is bound up with the only regime in which prose has 
meaning, democracy. When one is threatened, the other is too.”   15    Sartre arrives at this 
claim for literature through a consideration of literary themes and the political inten-
tionalities manifest in literary works. In his understanding, freedom is a human possi-
bility tied to nature and politics, rather than a literary possibility tied to uncertainty and 
irresolution. Sartre argues that literature, specifi cally prose, is coterminus with democ-
racy by presenting two instances of racist violence and considering the possibility that 
they could legitimately appear in a literary work. Sartre’s examples are the enslavement 
of African Americans and the genocide of Jews. He claims, on the one hand, that “one 
can imagine a good novel being written by an American negro even if hatred of the 
whites were spread all over it, because it is the freedom of his race that he demands 
through this hatred” and, on the other, that “nobody can suppose for a moment that it is 
possible to write a good novel in support of anti-Semitism.”   16    Th e author of a  Publishers 
Weekly  review of the English translation of Goebbels’s  Michael  seems to share Sartre’s 
sentiment when calling  Michael  “the poorly written ‘novel’ in diary form by Hitler’s 
calculating and sinister propaganda minister.” Th e review manifests all of the pathos 
absent from de Man’s dismissal of the book as a “grievous misreading,” and putting 
 novel  in quotation marks, also repeats Sartre’s claim that an anti-Semitic text could not 
be a literary work, let alone a good one. Setting aside for the moment the aff ect evi-
dent in this review and the possibility that a novel by an African American need not 
be  about  her experience or identity, a point that Sartre crucially misses, we can see in 
Sartre’s example a politically motivated or “committed” literature that would be justi-
fi ed because its motivation would be freedom and its source would be the resistance 
to slavery. An anti-Semitic work, to the contrary, would have oppression as its aim, 
and oppression is at odds with literature fi gured as freedom. Yet freedom here is not 
the autonomy of the work, which Sartre rejects, but human freedom, a freedom that is 
essentially human, measured not within but beyond the work and, for Sartre, manifest 
in the relation between writers and readers. 

 For Sartre, freedom is not freedom of speech or poetic freedom—the end to which 
a writer commits himself—but rather human freedom as an essential condition (and 
right). Prose, understood here as the genre of democracy, can only bear expressions of 
freedom, which is to say that, for Sartre, what makes literature a democratic form is  not  
the right to say anything, but the supposed impossibility of saying anything that would 
deny the right to freedom. Th e freedom that Sartre hails is prior to or beyond literature; 
it is writing’s source or its aim, but never its form. Although the risk that literature might 
be constrained to intentionality, motives, or outcomes in the world makes this form of 
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democracy diffi  cult to distinguish from propaganda as it is conventionally understood 
(and, indeed, Sartre admits that when literature fails, it is time to take up arms), the lim-
its on freedom are also inherent in Sartre’s own formulation. 

 In defi ning literature and answering the question “Why Write?” Sartre here is con-
cerned with thinking  against  Schillerian aesthetics, understood as autonomous forma-
tion (or  l’art pour l’art ). As the text of  Michael  and the works of national aestheticism 
more generally show, a vision of art as absolute would seem to be an anathema to free-
dom.   17    Yet Sartre’s theory gets caught in its own vision of writing’s political possibility, 
its intention and motivation. In addition to understanding literature as fundamentally 
incapable of enslavement through violent representations, Sartre also construes of 
writing as a form of intentionality toward freedom. As he explains: “Writing is a cer-
tain way of wanting freedom; once you have begun, you are committed, willy-nilly.”   18    
Writing, in other words, is not (or not only) bound up with the manifestation of 
democracy but is an expression of desire and, in this sense, the revelation of a lack of 
freedom. More than this, as much as it is an expression of intentionality, it is also the 
collapse of personal power, for “once you have begun, you are committed, willy-nilly.” 
To write is to become the object of writing and its attendant politics, rather than to 
remain its subject. Th us, the very expression of freedom and desire in Sartre, the gesture 
through which writing becomes a form of political engagement, turns out to operate 
as a form of objectifi cation. If literature cannot be literature when its message is one 
of enslavement or when it advocates for a world without freedom, writing, insofar as 
it is conceived as an act of commitment, becomes—far from an act of subjectivity—an 
experience of subjection and even desubjectifi cation.   19    Sartre, despite his own pro-
gram, reveals that the writer’s commitment is not an expression of subjectivity or 
freedom; he reveals—despite himself—that the focus on political ends or ideological 
themes is not only insuffi  cient for conceiving of the relation between discourse and 
action, but that it is a form of violence itself. 

 Not even Th eodor Adorno, one of Sartre’s great detractors, goes this far. In his 1962 
essay “Commitment,” Adorno focuses on the impossibility of maintaining the oppo-
sition between autonomous ( art pour l’art ) and engaged art, as Sartre envisions it. He 
points out that commitment in the Sartrean sense remains either meaningless or pro-
pagandistic precisely because it remains at the level of theme rather than form, because 
it remains committed to political and social outcomes, which are the purview of propa-
ganda rather than literature: “Commitment as such, even if politically intended remains 
politically ambiguous as long as it does not reduce itself to propaganda, the obliging 
shape of which mocks any commitment on the part of the subject.”   20    In other words, 
commitment is meaningful only when it fails to be art, only when it becomes force, 
when it eff aces the ambiguity—or the freedom—of the work’s meaning. More than this, 
Adorno suggests that the very ambiguity of commitment, the impossibility of an art (or 
rhetoric) that is fully autonomous or a work (or discourse) that is fully engaged (its very 
language requires detachment), renders a false opposition, one too weak to stand up to 
the dialectic that Adorno devises, and one that reveals the autonomous work as bearing 
political possibility.   21    

19_Castronovo_CH19.indd   37319_Castronovo_CH19.indd   373 9/30/2013   4:52:37 PM9/30/2013   4:52:37 PM



374   sara guyer

 Th irty years aft er Adorno’s essay, and several years aft er de Man’s death and the cul-
mination of the Cold War, Jacques Derrida, de Man’s colleague and friend, revisited the 
question of literature’s relation to democracy, concluding that literature is the discur-
sive form that signifi es, enacts, and even conditions democracy. Literature, as Derrida 
explains, is bound “to a certain noncensure, to the space of democratic freedom (free-
dom of the press, freedom of speech, etc.).”   22    If democratic freedom is the freedom to say 
anything, it is this freedom that distinguishes literature from forms in which there must 
be a greater allegiance to truth, reference, or representation. Although Derrida evokes 
Sartre’s claim about literature and democracy that “when one is threatened, the other is 
too,” unlike Sartre, he insists that the politics of literature do not depend on the theme 
or topic of a particular work (i.e., whether it hails the working-class hero or authorizes 
anti-Semitism or fascism). Rather, a work of literature, insofar as it is open to reading 
and misreading, invention and manipulation, and insofar as its laws entail the protec-
tion of this freedom—above all, the freedom of speech—is a democratic form despite 
anything it says. Derrida articulates this as a formula: “No democracy without literature; 
no literature without democracy.” And he goes on to explain that

  one can always want neither one nor the other [democracy or literature], and 
there is no shortage of doing without them under all regimes; it is quite possible to 
consider neither of them to be unconditional goods and indispensable rights. But 
in no case can one dissociate one from the other. No analysis would be equal to 
it. . . . Th e possibility of literature, the legitimation that a society gives it, all that goes 
together—politically—with the unlimited right to ask any question, to suspect all 
dogmatism, to analyze every presupposition, even those of the ethics or the politics 
of responsibility.   23     

 By phrasing this formula and the ensuing discussion in a negative mode, Derrida sug-
gests  not  the actuality of literature or democracy, but rather their possibilities or impos-
sibilities. By fi guring literature as insistent, unending contestation, and by fi guring this 
contestation as the condition of democracy, Derrida accounts for the very interrup-
tions and diff erentiations that Schiller and Sartre both miss. And yet, like Sartre and 
like Schiller, Derrida’s evocation of freedom relies on a formula. Indeed, the elegance of 
Derrida’s scheme is tied to its use of  chiasmus  (“No democracy without literature; no lit-
erature without democracy”), the very trope that allows Schiller to turn the complexities 
of Kant’s critical philosophy into a popular schema.   24    

 It is tempting to suggest that this formula has a parallel in de Man’s text: “No fascism 
without misreading; no misreading without fascism.” To do so would immediately raise 
the question of the relation among misreading (or propaganda), literature, and democ-
racy. Yet de Man’s approach to reading seems to stop the chiasmic reversibility in its 
tracks, for misreading is indiff erent to fascism and democracy alike. Misreading, as de 
Man understands it, is a gesture of substitution indiff erent to diff erences, a form of met-
aphor that elides resistances and interruptions. In some respect, literature conceived as 
an experience of pure possibility also risks such elision as it allows for no negation, only 
this radical freedom. Th is relentless freedom, however, is at odds with the closing down 
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of discourse, quelling of critical energies, and production of monocultures, which, 
through the example of “Kant and Schiller,” we came to see as an eff ect of misreading. 
Th is is because a democratic fi eld allows for a multiplicity of meanings of which this 
would be only one—not  the  only one. 

 Nevertheless, when Derrida fi gures literature (and democracy) as possibility and 
unforeseeability, and fi gures literature as an experience of undecidability, and this 
experience as an experience of freedom, he does so through an instance of revers-
ibility that de Man’s account of misreading resists. In other words, Derrida’s account 
of literature and democracy, although resistant to Sartre’s engagement, can be under-
stood to explicate the experience that rhetorical reading is called upon to produce. 
In a slogan that, rhetorically speaking, resonates with the tropes and fi gures that the 
IPA or CMD would identify as propagandistic, Derrida provides a theory of literary 
democracy. And in a schema, however oriented toward freedom and complexity, that 
de Man would recognize as Schillerian, Derrida off ers a theory of contestation. In 
other words, whether construed through de Man or through the IPA, whether con-
strued as a trope that can be identifi ed and extracted or a misreading for which we 
cannot but be guilty, Derrida’s conception of literature as a nonprescriptive, open 
form and his understanding of literature’s imbrication with democracy—which is 
to say, his account of a thoroughly antiprogrammatic, antipropagandistic mode of 
discourse—is in the end still a theory.     

 The Ends of Misreading 

   When Schiller misreads Kant, and when Goebbels misreads Schiller, a program sup-
plants freedom—and we witness the foreclosure of contestation, ambiguity, and diff er-
ence. We witness the foreclosure of democracy itself. However, such foreclosure is not 
merely eff ected through writing, but also through reading and misreading. By turning 
the focus of his reading of aesthetic theory from theories of the State and the People to 
practices of reading and misreading, de Man exposes the risk of democracy. Th e alterna-
tive—certainty, calculability, or the impossibility of misreading—would be the domain 
of fascism itself. But what happens when a formula comes to serve democracy itself and 
comes to serve democracy not as a program, but as an experience, like that of literature, 
of contestation itself? 

 Reading de Man aft er Sartre, one could say that the kind of reading practice that de 
Man envisions, the reading that risks, rather than forecloses, misreading, is penetrated 
through and through by politics. But this does not mean that reading remains immune 
to commitment or to the propaganda that commitment reveals. Just as autonomous 
art can become a vehicle of politics, as made evident in the passage from Schiller to 
Goebbels, so too can democratic reading. In fact, reading Derrida aft er de Man, we see 
that even an account of radical democracy attuned to complexity and diff erentiation can 
look like a misreading.       
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 Notes 

           1  .  See the translators’ introduction to    Friedrich   Schiller  ,   On the Aesthetic Education of Man in 
a Series of Letters   ( Oxford :  Oxford University Press ,  1983 ), cxli . For a review of  Michael , see 
 Time , December 5, 1938: “One thing Michael proves is that Goebbels was a worse novelist 
than Hitler was a painter. It also reveals why Goebbels takes so much interest in Nazi novels. 
A few established novelists, like    Hans   Fallada  , whose   Wolf Among Wolves   (Putnam, $3)  
was published last month, avoid such mystical propaganda. But Goebbels eggs on young 
writers (more than 100 new authors have popped up in the last fi ve years), while older ones 
like Fallada go on writing just as they did before Germany’s least talented author became 
the director of her literary life.”   

       2  .     Schiller  , cxlii ;    Paul   de Man  ,   Aesthetic Ideology  , 154–155 .   
       3  .  See    Catherine   Gallagher  , “Blindness and Hindsight,”  and    Karen   Feldman  , “De Man’s Kant 

and Goebbels’s Schiller.”    
       4  .     De Man  ,   Aesthetic Ideology  , 155 .   
       5  .     Schiller  , 20 .   
       6  .     Ibid.  , 20–21 .   
       7  .     De Man  ,   Aesthetic Ideology  , 142; my emphasis .   
       8  .  And here one perhaps cannot help but think about de Man’s personal experience of 

culpability as a journalist publishing anti-Semitic pieces and his role in the scheme here 
devised. Catherine Gallagher discusses this.   

       9  .     De Man  ,  Allegories of Reading , ix .   
       10  .     Ibid.  , 8.    
       11  .  For discussion of the authorship of this document, see    J. Michael   Sproule  , “ Authorship and 

Origins of the Seven Propaganda Devices: A Research Note .”    
       12  .   http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Propaganda_techniques .   
       13  .  For an alternative point of view, see Beth S. Bennett and Sean Patrick O’Rourke, who want 

to rescue rhetoric from propaganda and create a “critical framework for diff erentiating 
rhetoric from propaganda” in “A Prolegomenon, 53.   

       14  .  If there is a trope associated with misreading, it would be chiasmus, which de Man discusses 
in Schiller’s reading of the Kantian sublime, and metaphor more generally, suggesting that 
metaphor itself, as the trope of substitution, translation, and reading, would be at stake.   

       15  .     Sartre  ,  “What Is Literature” and Other Essays , 69.    
       16  .     Ibid.  , 67–68, 68 .   
       17  .  For a discussion of “national aestheticism,” see    Lacoue-Labarthe   and   Nancy  , “ Th e 

Nazi Myth .”    
       18  .     Sartre  , 69 .   
       19  .  See    Blanchot  , “Literature and the Right to Death,” in   Th e Work of Fire   for another response 

to Sartre’s discussion of the writing subject .   
       20  .     Adorno  ,   Notes to Literature ,  77 .   
       21  .  Adorno: “Th is is not the time for political works of art; rather, politics has migrated into 

the autonomous work of art, and it has penetrated most deeply into works that present 
themselves as politically dead” (93–94).   

       22  .     Derrida  ,   On the Name ,  28 .   
       23  .     Ibid   .   
       24  .  See    de Man  , 135 .           
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          chapter 20 

 propaganda vs. 
education:  a case study 
of hate radio in rwanda 

      david yanagizawa-drott    

              Is a lack of basic education a necessary condition for propaganda to induce civilian 
mass violence? Th e 1994 Rwandan genocide was an event unique in the speed of killings 
and widespread participation of ordinary citizens in carrying out the massacre. Many 
believe that propaganda and infl ammatory “hate media” calling for the extermina-
tion of the Tutsi ethnic minority played a signifi cant role in fueling the violence (Smith 
2003; Th ompson 2007). In Yanagizawa-Drott (2011, hereaft er YD), I found evidence 
supporting the hypothesis that mass media can induce mass violence. I estimated that 
approximately 10 percent of participation in the Rwandan genocide can be attributed 
to propaganda spread by the radio station Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines 
(RTLM). However, the conditions under which propaganda does and does not induce 
individuals to participate in mass violence are not well understood. In this chapter, I dis-
cuss the role of education and literacy in the effi  cacy of radio-based propaganda aimed 
at inducing mass violence.   1    

 Th ere are two competing views regarding the relationship between education and 
political persuasion. One is that education limits the persuasive eff ects of propaganda 
(Haider-Markel and Joslyn 2009; Zaller 1992). According to this hypothesis, education 
raises political awareness by exposing individuals to alternative information sources 
and fosters the cognitive resources to critically evaluate the validity of any given mass 
media source. An alternative view is that propaganda and education are complemen-
tary. Th at is, the eff ects of state-sponsored propaganda can be exacerbated if school-
ing instills obedience to authority, indoctrination, and acceptance of the ideology of the 
elites (Gramsci 1971; Kremer and Sarychev 2000; Lott 1990, 1999).   2    If education fosters 
a particular political ideology or opinion, individuals may more easily assimilate propa-
ganda when its content is consistent with the political ideology of the education system 
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(Lord, Ross, and Lepper, 1979). Th ese two competing views are plausible on theoreti-
cal grounds. Ultimately, however, whether education exacerbates or limits the eff ects of 
being exposed to propaganda in any given context, such as the 1994 Rwandan genocide, 
is an empirical question. 

 Quantitative analysis of the eff ects of mass media is by no means new. Following two 
highly infl uential studies by Paul Lazarsfeld and co-authors (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and 
Gaudet 1944; Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954), the political communications literature has 
traditionally focused on political behavior in terms of voting and opinion. Although 
this literature initially concluded that mass media seemed to have “minimal eff ects” 
(Klapper 1960), recent studies have identifi ed a stronger relationship (e.g., Iyengar and 
Simon 2000).   3    However, there is little systematic evidence as to whether mass media 
intended to cause mass violence can induce participation in violence, and it requires 
investigation to determine how literate populations respond to radio propaganda diff er-
ently from illiterate ones.   4    

 Th is chapter consists of three parts. First, I provide a background to the Rwandan 
genocide and discuss how education—in particular, literacy— may have played a role 
during this episode of violence. Second, using Rwanda as a case study, I also discuss the 
fundamental methodological challenges in using statistical analysis to test for the out-
lined hypotheses. In many contexts, the supply of propaganda is not random but rather 
 targeted  toward certain audiences. I  investigate the data from Rwanda and provide 
evidence suggesting that this was the case with RTLM. When propaganda is targeted, 
I argue that statistical analysis is unlikely to correctly uncover the causal relationship 
between exposure and behavior, unless the researcher can fi nd variation in exposure 
to the propaganda that is unrelated to preexisting political views and behavior. I also 
describe how recent innovations by applied economists have been able to overcome 
these challenges, and how they were used in YD.   5    

 Finally, I use data from YD to shed light on the relationship between propaganda and 
education. YD presents evidence suggesting that the eff ects of RTLM on participation in 
the genocide were weaker among more educated people. I take the analysis a step fur-
ther, to show that, in areas where the literacy level of the population was relatively high, 
there were no eff ects of RTLM broadcasts on violence. Based on the data from Rwanda, 
YD and this chapter together therefore provide evidence suggesting that a necessary 
condition for radio propaganda to induce civilian mass violence is that the targeted pop-
ulation lacks basic education.    

      The Rwandan Genocide: RTLM Propaganda 
and Education   

 Th e Rwandan genocide occurred from April to July 1994. During this short period, 
an extermination campaign led by Rwandan public offi  cials and  Interahamwe  militia 
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groups resulted in approximately 800,000 civilian deaths. About three-quarters of the 
victims were from the minority Tutsi ethnic group. Compared to the relative size of 
the ethnic groups, this implies a killing rate fi ve times that of the Holocaust (Caplan, 
Markusen, and Melvern 2003). In addition to killings by organized militias and the 
army, a high proportion of the killings were carried out by hundreds of thousands of 
Hutu civilians, the ethnic majority in Rwanda. Most of these Hutu civilians involved in 
the genocide used simple weapons such as machetes and clubs (Verwimp 2006). Th e 
genocide ended once the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a rebel group consisting of 
Tutsi refugees based in Uganda, defeated the Rwandan army and seized control of the 
country in July 1994. Given that civilians performed such a large portion of the violence, 
it is of particular interest to investigate the role of propaganda in motivating participa-
tion in the genocidal violence. 

 Ethnic polarization, as well as rhetoric of hatred between ethnic groups, was long 
established in Rwanda prior to the genocide (Kimani 2007). Th ese divisions were deep-
ened by anti-Tutsi propaganda spread by the newspaper  Kangura  during the period 
1990–1993. In 1993, RTLM, oft en referred to as the “hate radio” station, was founded. 
Th is station partly drew its language and inspiration from existing arguments made by 
 Kangura  and others in the years leading up to the genocide (Kimani 2007). 

 Founded by ethnic Hutu extremists ten months before the genocide, RTLM explicitly 
called for the extermination of the Tutsi ethnic group. Radio broadcasts motivated the 
violence as a necessary preemptive self-defense to prevent Tutsi political domination. 
For example, on December 2, 1993, the RTLM broadcast the following message:

  Tutsi are nomads and invaders who came to Rwanda in search of pasture, but because 
they are so cunning and malicious, the Tutsi managed to stay and rule. If you allow 
the Tutsi-Hamites to come back, they will not only rule you in Rwanda, but will also 
extend their power throughout the Great Lakes Region. (Mironko 2007; author’s 
translation from Kinyarwanda)  

In addition to appealing to the need for Hutu dominance, the RTLM targeted Hutu rac-
ism against the Tutsi and oft en called them “cockroaches” (Chrétien 2007). Th e task of 
killing Tutsi was referred to under the euphemism of “work” (Li 2007). 

 How may the RTLM broadcasts have aff ected beliefs and behavior? Propaganda never 
works in isolation, and its persuasive power is arguably context-dependent. Its impact 
on a person’s beliefs can generally be said to depend on three key intervening and con-
textual factors:  prior knowledge and beliefs, exposure to information,  and  trustworthiness 
of the source  (Shiraev and Sobel 2006). 

 How is this framework relevant for the case of RTLM during the Rwandan geno-
cide? First, the trustworthiness refers to the credibility of the radio station. Th is cred-
ibility was greatly bolstered by government backing of RTLM. In fact, RTLM was 
fi nanced and controlled by a small faction of Hutu insiders within the government, 
called the  Akazu  (Caplan 2007). Th is group, widely known as “le Clan de Madame,” 
had at its core the president’s wife, family, and close associates. In fact, the propaganda 
was viewed as an important tool by the Hutu extremist government; in a broadcast, 
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Prime Minister Jean Kambanda called the station and, on air, proclaimed it to be “one 
of the key weapons in the war” (Kimani 2007). Th is pronouncement left  no doubts 
about whether the government supported the RTLM broadcasts. In addition to the 
trustworthiness lent to RTLM through government support, the station was popu-
lar due to its modern and informal style of broadcasting. RTLM aired popular songs, 
and listeners could call in to request songs or to chat with the witty broadcasters (Des 
Forges 2007). 

 Th e second factor, exposure to information, can be represented by access to the 
RTLM broadcasts.   6    In YD, I used data on RTLM reception to estimate its impact on 
violence. Access depended primarily on signal strength within a village and accessibility 
to a radio. In the following sections, I will describe how these datasets were created and 
detail the statistical method used to assess how exposure to RTLM information aff ected 
behavior during the genocide. 

 Th ird, the eff ects of exposure to RTLM may depend on one’s prior beliefs or knowl-
edge. Prior beliefs and knowledge can be viewed as the result of multiple underlying 
information processes, including formal education, peer interactions, and access to 
alternative news sources. In Rwanda, a large set of newspapers spanning the politi-
cal spectrum provided the main alternatives to RTLM. On the brink of the genocide, 
approximately forty newspapers in the country could broadly be placed into three 
categories, based on their political affi  liations:  (1)  pro-government newspapers, 
(2) political opposition newspapers, and (3) pro-RPF newspapers (Higiro 2007).   7    Th e 
pro-government newspapers were affi  liated with the National Republican Movement 
for Democracy and Development (MRND), the ruling political party of President 
Habyarimana. Several of these newspapers also supported the far-right Hutu extremist 
party Coalition for the Defence of the Republic (CDR). Of the eleven pro-government 
newspapers,  Kangura  was the most extreme in its anti-Tutsi propaganda. It repeatedly 
published articles dehumanizing Tutsis and their leaders, and consistently depicted 
them as the enemy. 

 Th ere were about twenty political opposition newspapers, associated with either 
the Democratic Republican Movement (MDR) or the Social Democratic Party (SDR). 
President Habyarimana’s political base was in the north. Th e political base for these 
two parties—MDR and SDR—was in the southern part of the country, where previ-
ous President Gregoire Kayibanda (an ethnic Hutu) had been born. Th e editors of the 
opposition newspapers also came from the south and explicitly supported an alternative 
political agenda, compared to the pro-government media sources. According to Higiro 
(2007), two of the opposition newspapers ( Ikindi  and  Isibo ) received fi nancial assistance 
from the United States embassy. 

 Th ere were seven pro-RPF newspapers in the country. Th eir founders and editors 
were ethnic Tutsis. Th e newspapers were highly critical of MRND and CDR, and gener-
ally provided information about the political agenda of the RPF and its military suc-
cesses. Th e pro-RPF and the political opposition newspapers therefore provided stark 
alternatives to the pro-government media sources and RTLM in terms of information 
provision and what political agenda was promoted. 
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 Unfortunately, due to lack of available data on circulation, it is not known how many 
readers each newspaper had. However, based on anecdotal evidence, Higiro (2007) esti-
mates that the circulation for a newspaper was about two thousand to three thousand, 
where the price for a newspaper in Kigali was 100 francs ($0.75). In rural areas, it was 
also common for political organizations to distribute their newspapers free of charge to 
local leaders and supporters. 

 Th e high rate of illiteracy—nearly half of the total Rwandan population—was a major 
obstacle to the distribution of these newspapers, particularly outside of Kigali (Des 
Forges 1999; Higiro 2007). Th us, these illiterate people were limited to what they heard 
from neighbors and from the radio, thereby limiting their access to alternative sources 
of news. In this sense, education enabled individuals to access information that was dif-
ferent from the government-backed propaganda. Th e effi  cacy of the RTLM broadcasts 
in inducing violence may therefore have been limited among the more educated parts of 
population. 

 However, the education system also fostered the political ideology of the Hutu regime 
(McLean-Hilker 2011). As this ideology was similar to that pushed by the RTLM broad-
casts, more educated people may have interpreted the propaganda diff erently. In par-
ticular, empirical evidence in psychology shows that individuals may suff er from  biased 
assimilation,  which is the tendency to accept information that confi rms one’s prior belief 
(Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979). Th us, if education in Rwanda aff ected one’s prior beliefs 
or obedience to authority, the RTLM broadcasts may have been most eff ective in induc-
ing violence among relatively educated individuals. A priori, it is unclear what mecha-
nisms will be present or dominate. Th us, the question of whether education in general, 
and literacy in particular, exacerbates or limits the potential eff ects of propaganda is best 
settled by empirical means.  

    A Look at the Data   

 To measure violence in YD, I used a dataset on prosecution rates for violent crimes com-
mitted during the genocide. Th is prosecution data came from local-level  Gacaca  courts 
across all of Rwanda. Set up in 2001, the Gacaca court system was created to process the 
hundreds of thousands accused of committing crimes during the genocide. 

 For each village, I obtained data on the number of prosecutions for violent crimes 
committed during the genocide. Th ere are two legal crime categories:  crimes com-
mitted by leaders and organizers of the genocide, and crimes committed by civilians. 
Th is chapter focuses solely on prosecutions for civilian violence.   8    Th ese prosecutions 
include  (1)  authors, co-authors, or accomplices of homicides or serious attacks that 
caused someone’s death; (2) those who intended to kill and caused injuries or commit-
ted other serious violence, but without actually causing death; and (3) those who com-
mitted criminal acts. 
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 In the sample used for analysis, there were approximately 382,000 cases of civilian 
violence. Additional datasets were used to construct controls variables. Literacy rates 
were taken from the 1991 Rwandan census. Because only a handful of villages had zero 
prosecution cases, the data indicate that almost all villages experienced violence during 
the genocide. Literacy rates among the Hutu population in a village were also obtained 
from the 1991 census. Figure 20.1 shows the distribution of literacy rates across the 
country, divided by tertiles.      

 To measure exposure to propaganda, I constructed a village-level dataset on RTLM 
radio reception. For each village, radio coverage was calculated as the share of the vil-
lage area with coverage. Th e idea is simple: for a given fraction of households with radio, 
higher radio coverage indicates a greater likelihood of the villagers listening to the 
broadcasts.  

    Basic Correlations   

 To investigate whether access to RTLM broadcasts resulted in increased participation in 
violence, and the role of literacy in that participation, Table 20.1 presents simple correla-
tions among radio reception, participation, and a set of audience-related variables. Th e 
fi rst row of Table 20.1 shows the correlation coeffi  cient between RTLM radio coverage 
and the participation rate to be –0.09. At fi rst glance, this correlation shows that villages 
with good radio reception experienced  less  genocidal violence, on average, compared 
to villages with little or no radio reception. Does this mean that the RTLM broadcasts 
 caused  fewer people to participate in the violence? Th at seems implausible. To identify 
the true relationship between the access to broadcasts and violence, we must fi rst exam-
ine the characteristics of the villages with access to the radio broadcasts compared to 
those villages without access.      

 Th e placement of the transmitters determined which villages could and could not lis-
ten to the broadcasts. One of the two transmitters was placed in Kigali, the capital, and 

Table 20.1 Correlation coeffi cients of RTLM radio coverage

Violence
Persons prosecuted for civilian violence −0.09

Audience
Fraction of households that are Hutu, 1991 0.25

Population density, 1991  0.21

Fraction of households with radio 0.24

Prior Knowledge
Literacy rate, Hutus, 1991   0.18

Note: A unit is a village.
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the other transmitter was placed on a high mountain in the northwestern part of the 
country. 

 A closer look at the data shows that the transmitters were by no means placed ran-
domly. First, Table 20.1 shows the correlation between the fraction of Hutus in a vil-
lage and RTLM radio coverage. Th is correlation is positive, implying that the greater 
the Hutu majority in a village, the more likely that village had RTLM radio coverage. 
In addition, Table 20.1 shows that the population density in 1991 was positively corre-
lated with RTLM radio coverage. More densely populated villages had greater access to 
RTLM radio broadcasts. Finally, there is also a positive correlation between the fraction 
of households in a village owning a radio and RTLM radio coverage. 

 Th ese data on radio coverage provide support to the seemingly obvious strategy that 
the RTLM  targeted  the Hutu population as an audience. A large fraction of the Hutu 
population lived in the northern part of the country. Furthermore, the northern part of 
the country was diff erent from the south in important political aspects. Both the origins 
and political base for the  Akazu,  which provided fi nancing for the RTLM, were located 
in the north and northwestern part of Rwanda. 

 Ethnic tensions were also particularly strong in the northern part of the country 
because of a civil war leading up to the genocide. Th is civil war began in 1990, when 
the Tutsi rebels, known as the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), launched attacks from 
Uganda into northern Rwanda. Aft er setbacks, the RPF conducted guerrilla warfare 
in northern Rwanda from its bases in the northwestern border areas (Melvern 2000). 
RTLM focused on the threat from the RPF as a key reason for ethnic Hutus to kill ethnic 
Tutsis. In particular, the station emphasized how progress made since independence in 
1959 was at risk unless the Hutus fought back (Li 2007). Th us, the fact that the second 
transmitter was placed in the northern part of the country provides further support that 
this was done to maximize listening rates among the audience most receptive to RTLM’s 
messages. 

 Regardless of the motive, it is clear that access to RTLM was not random. Th e correla-
tions show that, before the genocide, villages that were able to listen to RTLM broad-
casts (during the genocide) were very diff erent from villages that could not listen to the 
broadcasts. Villages with access to the broadcasts had a high proportion of Hutus, high 
population density, high levels of radio ownership, and a higher rate of literate people. 
Th e simple correlation between radio coverage and violence is therefore unlikely to cap-
ture the causal eff ects of exposure to the propaganda.  

    How Can We Identify the Causal Effects 
of Propaganda?   

 In this section, I discuss how the statistical framework originally developed by Rubin 
(1974, 1977) can be used to defi ne the causal eff ects of propaganda.   9    

20_Castronovo_CH20.indd   38520_Castronovo_CH20.indd   385 10/1/2013   4:27:33 PM10/1/2013   4:27:33 PM



386   david yanagizawa-drott

 Th e logic goes as follows. Suppose any given village (or individual) can potentially 
receive or not receive the RTLM propaganda through radio broadcasts. Th e causal ques-
tion of interest is whether participation in violence in a given village is aff ected by the 
RTLM propaganda. To learn this, we need to imagine the  counterfactual outcomes . Th at 
is, what would have happened in a village that received the propaganda had the village 
never received it? Th erefore, for any given village, there are two potential participation 
rates: one rate if propaganda is received and one rate if propaganda is not. Th e diff erence 
between the two is the causal  treatment eff ect  of receiving propaganda. 

 Furthermore, diff erent villages may have diff erent treatment eff ects. Th at is, in 
some villages, the conditions are such that propaganda might not have had any eff ects, 
whereas in other villages, the eff ects might have been large. For example, for villages 
with illiterate populations and low newspaper circulation, the treatment eff ect could be 
large relative to villages with high literacy rates. 

 Ideally, one would want to know the treatment eff ect for each village. Obtaining these 
data is not feasible, however, because each village either does or does not receive the pro-
paganda. Since we cannot observe the counterfactual outcome for each village, we must 
learn about the eff ects of propaganda by comparing the average participation rates in 
villages that did receive the broadcasts to the average participation rates in villages that 
did not. Th e more humble goal, which is feasible, then, is to assess the  average treatment 
eff ect  of propaganda. 

 Table 20.1 shows that villages with good reception typically had lower rates of civil-
ian participation in the violence, compared to villages with little or no reception. But we 
also know that villages with good reception were very diff erent to begin with: the Hutu 
majority was relatively large in these areas, the population density was higher, and the 
villagers were generally more literate. Since these factors most likely aff ect violence 
directly, the simple correlation refl ects a  selection bias . Th e negative correlation therefore 
refl ects two underlying eff ects—the true average treatment eff ect of propaganda and the 
selection bias. 

 What is the selection bias in the case of RTLM propaganda during the Rwandan 
genocide? It is possible to make educated guesses. By defi nition, the selection bias is the 
diff erence between two averages. In particular, it is the average of the participation rate 
in the  absence  of propaganda in the villages that  did  receive it, minus the average of the 
participation rate in the villages that did not receive it.   10    Since the fi rst term is a coun-
terfactual outcome that must be estimated—the level of violence that would have hap-
pened in the villages that received propaganda had they never received it—the selection 
bias can never be known with certainty. 

 In many cases, one can reason what the sign of the selection bias might be. To see this, 
I will examine two sources of selection bias: relative sizes of each ethnic group, and prox-
imity to the RPF rebels. 

 First, an important dimension to understanding local violence during the geno-
cide was the relative sizes of the two main ethnic groups. When the Rwandan geno-
cide ended, only about 25 percent of Tutsi minority was left  alive. In many villages, the 
entire Tutsi population was killed. Th erefore, the grim reality is that, in villages where 
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there were few Tutsis, violence against Tutsis was inherently limited. A lower share of 
the Hutu population was able to participate in the killings. Th us, villages that ended up 
having good reception would have had lower participation rates , even in the absence of 
propaganda . By this logic, the selection bias is likely negative. 

 A second source of selection bias is the geography of villages with access to the broad-
casts. Th e genocide fi nally ended in July 1994, aft er the Tutsi RPF rebels seized control of 
the country. Advancing from positions in the north (Prunier 1995), the RPF systemati-
cally prohibited attacks on ethnic Tutsis. Th erefore, the violence took place over a longer 
period in some villages compared to others. Th is provides a key explanation for why 
the violence, in the form of participation, was substantially lower in some areas of the 
north. Because of the  proximity to RPF rebels,  many villages in the north would have had 
lower participation rates  even in the absence  of RTLM propaganda. Th is selection bias is 
also negative. It is also likely to be large. Th is means that the simple negative correlation 
between radio reception and participation rates in Table 20.1 does not refl ect the causal 
treatment eff ect of the broadcast. 

 In addition, Table 20.1 shows that the broadcasts were targeted at villages with higher 
literacy rates. If literacy and education aff ect the propensity to participate in political 
violence, this is an additional source of selection bias. If education makes individuals 
less likely to participate in violence, perhaps because education increases ethnic toler-
ance or makes the opportunity cost of confl ict higher, then the selection bias is negative. 
Analogously, if education increases the propensity to join the genocidal violence, for 
example because education instills obedience to authority, the bias is positive.   11    

 Th e important lesson is that, even if the true causal eff ect of RTLM is positive (so that 
propaganda leads to more violence, not less), the negative correlation between radio 
coverage and participation in Table 20.1 may simply refl ect a true eff ect being masked 
by a negative selection bias. Th us, to capture the causal eff ect, it is necessary to eliminate 
the selection bias.  

    Eliminating the Bias   

 As a benchmark, it is useful to think about the methodological ideal. From a strictly 
scientifi c point of view, the ideal method to test for propaganda eff ects would be to 
conduct a randomized experiment in which villages (or individuals) are randomly 
assigned to either receive propaganda or not. Randomizing eliminates the selection 
bias because the comparison villages (i.e., the villages that do not receive propaganda) 
then mimic the counterfactuals of the villages that do receive the propaganda. Since 
the only systematic diff erence between the two groups of villages is whether or not they 
receive propaganda, they should be similar on  all  other dimensions that aff ect violence 
(e.g., education, poverty, population density, ethnic tolerance, etc.), and the diff erence 
in the average participation rates will capture the average causal treatment eff ect of 
propaganda. 
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 In many contexts, setting up an experiment that randomly assigns treatment is not 
feasible. Th is is especially true for propaganda intended to induce hatred or violence, 
since it would be grossly unethical do to so.   12    In these cases, other nonexperimental 
methods employing historical observational data must be used. 

 Th e most common strategy to address selection bias has traditionally been a  selec-
tion-on-observables  approach using multiple regression analysis. In this approach, the 
selection bias is eliminated by statistically “controlling for” all other factors that both are 
correlated with treatment (propaganda, in our case) and aff ect the outcome of interest 
(violence). In the Rwandan case, such factors would include ethnicity, population den-
sity, RPF rebel presence, education levels, and the like. 

 Sometimes, the problem cannot be solved, as the data are not available. As mentioned 
above, radio reception was most likely better in areas with close proximity to the RPF 
rebels, meaning that reception and distance to the RPF rebels are correlated. We should 
therefore control for distance to the RPF rebels. However, there are no available data on 
the exact RPF positions at the brink of the genocide. Th erefore, we cannot control for 
the variable, even though this is necessary to eliminate the selection bias. 

 But how do we know with certainty what all the “other factors” are? Th e answer is 
that, in most cases, we don’t. Th eory can provide a guide, but ultimately it is an empiri-
cal question. A fundamental problem with the selection-on-observables approach is, 
therefore, that the researcher does not know with certainty what factors to control for.   13    

 What should the researcher do in this case? If he decides to go ahead and run the 
regression analysis anyway, using data that are available to him, controlling for size of 
the Hutu population but omitting (intentionally or unintentionally) distance to the RPF 
rebels, then the bias has not been eliminated. Since a key variable that must be included 
was omitted, the estimates are then said to suff er from  omitted variable bias . Analogous 
to the selection bias logic described earlier, this bias means that the correlation between 
radio reception and participation in violence still cannot be interpreted as causal. In the 
end, little is learned about the eff ect of propaganda from this regression analysis.  

    A Method for Estimating the Effects of 
Broadcasts   

 Th e key to eliminating the selection bias is to fi nd an empirical strategy that approxi-
mates randomized experiments and where the assignment mechanism of propaganda is 
 as good as randomly assigned .   14    

 In 2009, Olken investigated how watching television impacts social capital in 
Indonesian villages.   15    First, by using algorithms that predict electromagnetic propaga-
tion, Olken was able to predict reception across diff erent areas in Indonesia. Importantly, 
by using a technique exploiting topography, he obtains “as good as random” assignment 
of access to the broadcasts. 
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 In a mountainous or hilly region, a household’s ability to access certain television 
channels depends on the signal strength, and thus the topography in and around their 
village aff ects reception. Radio reception will partly depend on whether hills happen 
to lie in the line of sight between the transmitter and the village. Some villages might 
have a large hill in the line of sight and therefore will be unable to receive the broadcasts, 
whereas others with a clear line of sight will get a strong signal. By isolating this source of 
variation in reception, reception can be said to be as good as randomly assigned, giving 
rise to a natural experiment. 

 Th is methodological approach is suitable for estimating radio or television eff ects as 
long as there is suffi  cient variation in topography. Known as “Th e Land of the Th ousand 
Hills,” Rwanda is largely made up of hills and valleys. Employing this strategy therefore 
has the potential to solve the problem of selection bias. 

 One can partly assess whether access to broadcasts are “as good as randomly assigned” 
by testing whether access is associated with other determinants of participation in vio-
lence. Villages with and without radio reception should be similar in terms of pre-geno-
cide ethnic composition, population density, education levels, and so on. If the villages 
were systematically diff erent, then selection bias could still be a problem. 

 When I employed this empirical strategy in YD, I found that villages with good RTLM 
radio reception appear to be no diff erent in terms of pre-genocide characteristics than 
those without good reception, including population density, population levels, distance 
to the nearest major town, and distance to the nearest major road. Th is set of “placebo” 
tests therefore confi rms the assumption of access to broadcasts being “as good as ran-
dom.” Th is approach, in turn, allowed me to estimate the causal eff ects of RTLM propa-
ganda on violence during the genocide.  

    Did RTLM Have an Impact on Violence in 
High-Literacy Villages?   

 Using the empirical strategy outlined above, in YD, I  showed that access to RTLM 
broadcasts increased participation in the genocide, on average. Th e research also pro-
vided evidence that the eff ects are weaker in areas with higher education levels among 
Hutu households. In line with this logic, one can test whether there are any eff ects at all 
in areas where the population was highly literate. 

 To do this, I restrict the analysis to villages belonging to the upper tertile in the Hutu 
literacy rate distribution. Th at is, I include the one-third of the villages (a subsample of 
351 villages) in Rwanda that have the highest literacy rates among Hutu households. 
Table 20.2 presents the results.      

 Comparing villages within administrative communes and a set of control variables, 
Column 1 shows that the eff ect of RTLM is very close to zero. Th e coeffi  cient implies 
that complete radio coverage increased violence by 2  percent. However, the result is 
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not statistically signifi cant. Column 2 adds additional control variables. Th e coeffi  cient 
is negative, small in magnitude, and not statistically signifi cant. Hence, there is no evi-
dence that RTLM increased violence in the villages with a high literacy rate among Hutu 
households. 

 Compared to the main results in YD, what can explain the diff erential eff ects on vio-
lence? One explanation has to do with prior knowledge and access to alternative infor-
mation sources. Radio Rwanda was the government’s radio station, and there was no 
television. Th us, newspapers were the main alternative to RTLM. However, in many 
rural areas, newspaper circulation was low, due mainly to low levels of literacy (Higiro 
2007). Since the newspapers from the political opposition parties and the pro-RPF 
newspapers provided alternative viewpoints, the information environment was argu-
ably richer in high-literacy villages. Th erefore, one explanation is that these literate indi-
viduals may have been more critical of the political message that extermination of the 
Tutsi population was necessary for Hutu survival. 

 An alternative explanation is that educated individuals are also economically better 
off , and that the subsample therefore includes only relatively well-off  villages. If rela-
tively wealthy individuals are less prone to violence, or less susceptible to propaganda, 
this consideration could explain the pattern. However, YD shows that the eff ects of 
RTLM were larger in villages with wealthier Hutus. Th is factor is therefore unlikely to be 
the main explanation. 

 Could diff erential exposure to RTLM explain the results? Th ere are no data on listen-
ing rates, so this is not feasible to investigate directly. However, this is unlikely to be the 

    Table 20.2    The effect of RTLM in villages with high literacy rates   

 Civilian violence: 

 Log(prosecuted persons) 

 (1)  (2) 

 RTLM radio coverage  0.02  -0.13 

 (0.49)  (0.49) 

 Population in 1991, log  0.79  0.85 

 (0.24)***  (0.24)*** 

 Observations  351  351 

 R-squared  0.41  0.45 

 Additional controls  No  Yes 

  The sample consists of a subsample of 351 Rwanda villages with a literacy rate above 52 percent 

(top tertile) among Hutu household heads. All regressions include commune fi xed effects and 

radio propagation controls (latitude, longitude, and second-order polynomials in village mean 

altitude, village altitude variance, distance to the nearest RTLM transmitter). Additional controls are 

population density in 1991, distance to major town (log), distance to major road (log), distance to 

border (log), slope of village dummies (north, east, west). Standard errors in parentheses, clustered at 

the commune level. For a data description, see Yanagizawa-Drott (2011). *** Signifi cant at 1 percent, 

** Signifi cant at 5 percent, * Signifi cant at 10 percent.  
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main explanation. First, radio coverage was 38 percent  higher  in high-literacy villages. 
In addition, radio ownership was 29 percent higher in villages with high literacy. Prima 
facie, it therefore seems unlikely that diff erential exposure to the RTLM broadcasts pro-
vides the main explanation.  

    Conclusion   

 Th is chapter used the Rwandan genocide as a case study to investigate the role of literacy 
on the impact of radio propaganda. In particular, the chapter provided insights into the 
diff erential extents to which highly literate compared to less-literate populations were 
induced to participate in the genocidal violence. Th e chapter also described a statistical 
framework that can be used to estimate eff ects of radio and television in other contexts. 

 Extending the analysis in Yanagizawa-Drott (2011), I show that the RTLM broadcasts 
did not have any eff ects in high-literacy villages. Th e radio propaganda thus seemed to 
be ineff ective among the literate population. Based on the data from Rwanda, the results 
therefore provide suggestive evidence that a necessary condition for radio propaganda to 
induce civilian participation in violence is that the targeted population lacks basic edu-
cation. When alternative print media provides competing views and information, as was 
the case in Rwanda in 1994, a plausible explanation for why basic education may limit 
the persuasive power of a given propaganda outlet is that it enables citizens to access 
alternative news sources. However, more studies are needed to identify the specifi c con-
ditions and contexts under which propaganda can aff ect violence and ethnic confl ict.    

      Notes   

       1  .  Propaganda can broadly be defi ned as “the spreading of ideas, information, or rumor for 
the purpose of helping or injuring an institution, a cause, or a person” (from Merriam-
Webster dictionary).   

       2  .  Recent experimental evidence from Kenya by Friedman et al. (2011) provides support for 
this hypothesis.   

       3  .  Th is is likely due, at least in part, to methodological diff erences and the use of randomized 
fi eld experiments (see Green and Gerber 2008).   

       4  .  For a qualitative analysis of hate radio during the Rwandan genocide, see Straus (2007). 
For a study of how media and education aff ect political beliefs, see Gentzkow and Shapiro 
(2004).   

       5  .  For readers familiar with modern applied micro econometrics, this section can preferably 
be skipped.   

       6  .  Exposure to information can include both unbiased and biased information. In this 
chapter, I make no assumption as to whether the process by which individuals combine 
prior knowledge with new information is rational (i.e., Bayesian) or biased in diff erent 
ways.   
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       7  .  Th ere were also about ten newspapers published by the Rwandan Tutsi diaspora in diff erent 
countries, such as  Impuruza  in the United States, that were clandestinely circulated in 
Rwanda.   

       8  .  Civilian violence is individual violence that is not carried out by the army or paramilitary 
organizations. Yanagizawa-Drott (2011) also uses data on more organized forms of 
collective violence.   

       9  .  It is worth noting that this is diff erent from so-called Granger causality. For a discussion 
of how Rubin’s model relates to earlier notions of causality by philosophers, see Holland 
(1986). For an excellent book on how to use statistical methods to estimate causal eff ects, 
see Angrist and Pischke (2008).   

       10  .  Strictly speaking, it is the diff erences in the average of the participation rate in an infi nitely 
large sample of villages when the propaganda is fi xed.   

       11  .  Krueger and Maleckova (2003) provide evidence of education increasing the propensity 
for political violence. Th ey fi nd that Hezbollah fi ghters are more likely to be literate and 
have secondary education, compared to the general Lebanese population.   

       12  .  Th e opposite case is feasible, however. Paluck and Green (2009) ran a fi eld experiment in 
Rwanda investigating the impact of radio programs promoting intergroup tolerance.   

       13  .  At some level, if this were known, there would not be much reason to conduct research on 
the factors causing violence and confl ict in the fi rst place.   

       14  .  Th is includes, for example, quasi-experiments, natural experiments, instrumental 
variables, and regression discontinuity. For discussions of natural and quasi-experiments, 
see Meyer (1995) and DiNardo (2008). For methods of causal inference using observational 
data, see, for example, Angrist and Pischke (2008, 2010).   

       15  .  Olken (2009) fi nds that increased signal strength led people to spend more time watching 
television and was associated with decreased participation in social organizations and 
lower self-reported trust.      
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          chapter 21 

 dissent,  tru thiness, 
and skepticism in the 

global media l andscape:  
 t went y-first century 

propaganda 
in times of war    

    megan boler and selena nemorin    

                Introduction   

 In 2005, at the annual White House Press Correspondents’ Dinner, Stephen Colbert 
performed what might be considered the most widely witnessed public moment in 
court jester history: the skewering of President George W. Bush who sat but a few feet 
away. Th roughout the twenty-minute dress-down of Bush’s foreign policy and reli-
gious mission against terrorists, Colbert critiqued the role of the press, specifi cally with 
respect to White House briefi ngs of reality. Colbert began his monologue on topic with 
“truthiness,” a concept he has repopularized on his nightly “fake news show” in charac-
ter as Fox news host Bill O’Reilly:

  Ladies and gentlemen of the press corps, Madame First Lady, Mr. President, my 
name is Stephen Colbert and tonight it’s my privilege to celebrate this president. 
We’re not so diff erent, he and I. We get it. We’re not brainiacs on the nerd patrol.  We’re 
not members of the factinista . We go straight from the gut, right sir? Th at’s where the 
truth lies, right down here in the gut. (Daily Kos 2006)  

21_Castronovo_CH21.indd   39521_Castronovo_CH21.indd   395 9/30/2013   4:56:08 PM9/30/2013   4:56:08 PM



396   megan boler and selena nemorin

Defi ned in Colbert’s segment “Th e Word” in October 2005, the concept of “truthiness” 
took off  like wildfi re, and its use—alongside Colbert’s popularity—has continued to 
increase.   1    

 Signifi cantly, Colbert defi ned truthiness originally in relation to George Bush and the 
lack of facts on which Bush’s decisions were founded: “People love the President because 
he’s certain of his choices as a leader, even if the facts that back him up don’t seem to 
exist” ( Horton 2007 ). Further, “Truthiness is: ‘What I say is right, and [nothing] anyone 
else says could possibly be true.’ It’s not only that I  feel  it to be true, but that  I  feel it to be 
true. Th ere’s not only an emotional quality, but there’s a selfi sh quality.” 

 Th e strange ethos of accepting Bush as the decider and not questioning his “facts” was 
epitomized one week aft er the attack on the Twin Towers, when renowned news anchor 
Dan Rather declared on national television: “George Bush is the president, he makes 
the decisions, and you know, as just one American, he wants me to line up, just tell me 
where” ( Bennett et al., 2006a , 1). Rather’s pledge of allegiance to Bush and to national-
ism squarely opposes the myth of the objective journalist and highlights patriotic power 
in the climate of a presidency tied to war. Rather’s expressed patriotism was only the tip 
of an iceberg. 

 Th e events of September 2001 invited a return of patriotism and propaganda. 
Commenting on a now widely recognized “slip” in anything like objective journalism, 
 Th ussu and Freedman (2010)  are correct to observe that “White House control of infor-
mation aft er 9/11” reached new heights   2    (37). “Before the Spring of 2003, writes propa-
ganda scholar Nicholas  O’Shaugnessy (2004) :

  propaganda was a concept that had been relegated beyond the marginal to the 
irrelevant. Its conceptual identity was lost amid the new academic lexicon of 
persuasion, communication theory and the manipulation of consent, reduced to 
popular imaginings of “Bolsheviks” and “monochrome.” (1)  

 “Th en,” he continues, “there was Iraq.” 
 By historical circumstance, government and corporate propaganda in the twenty-

fi rst century also faces serious opponents and other contenders in the race to defi ne 
reality. Th e exponentially increased access to information communications technol-
ogies (ICTs), user-friendly soft ware, and web-based forums and blogs has given rise 
to a new media landscape. No longer does only the victor write history; the rise of 
citizen journalism and web-based dissent proliferate contesting narratives of events 
such that fundamental epistemological questions regarding what counts as truth, 
knowledge, and “objectivity” overshadow reductive or singular accounts of politi-
cal events. Never before in the history of press coverage of war, or any other kinds 
of events, have there existed communicative media so rapid, enabling peer-to-peer, 
many-to-many communications. Most certainly, the control the state had during 
the fi rst Persian Gulf War (PGW) through CNN’s monopoly on war coverage is 
now a phenomenon of the past ( Wark 1995 ). State and corporate agendas became 
faced with increasing challenges by the diverse, contesting, and alternative news 

21_Castronovo_CH21.indd   39621_Castronovo_CH21.indd   396 9/30/2013   4:56:09 PM9/30/2013   4:56:09 PM



dissent, truthiness, and skepticism  397

narratives and information made accessible through web-based media and digital 
technologies. 

 Access to the Internet off ered new means of organizing a mass international anti-
war action, resulting in the largest ever movement of this kind in history. On February 
15, 2003, tens of millions of people around the globe took to the streets to protest the 
preemptive invasion of Iraq. At the same time, the traditional and corporate U.S. news 
coverage of the antiwar action, of dissent, and their central role in fabricating the “intel-
ligence” that led to the invasion of Iraq also worked to marginalize the movement. 
Meanwhile, the rising blogosphere and avid use of listservs and global use of e-mail 
and web-based information circulation was revolutionizing the possibilities of scalable 
means of disseminating dissent. 

 Th ough the movement failed to stop the war, the international public protest revealed 
the capacity and reach of ICTs and the role they could play in resistance and changing 
the framing and agenda setting of the global stage and news media coverage of these 
voices of dissent. By 2005, the elasticity of “truth” by President Bush was no longer a par-
anoid conspiracy theory developed by Chomsky-ite believers in manufactured consent 
or the propaganda model of news.   3    Th e events of 9/11 brought propaganda back into 
frequent usage and study aft er a lull since the 1970s.   4    Th e information wars had truly 
begun, creating a mediascape in which everything is propaganda, skepticism colors all 
perception, truthiness abounds, and the means to certainty rely on new modalities of 
collective intelligence and participatory politics.   5    

 Within this new mediascape, audiences began turning signifi cantly toward alterna-
tives to mainstream and corporate-owned news sources. In the North American con-
text, viewers tuned, instead, into “fake” news, alternative news, microblogs, milblogs, 
viral videos,   6    and international sources such as Al Jazeera English, alongside increased 
engagement in participatory social media, citizen journalism and user-generated 
content (UGC) through platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter. In fact, 
Facebook is increasingly an important source of news content for the digital generation 
(Glynn, Huge and Hoff man 2012). 

 For the twenty-fi rst century, it is appropriate to understand much of this media land-
scape as an “information war.” Referred to by some scholars as “chaos” (Hoskins and  
O’Loughlin 2010), the successful deployment of propaganda poses more challenges to 
government and military control than ever before. For those engaged in critical Internet 
studies and critical studies of media and society, the Arab Spring; the ongoing Occupy 
Movement; and corresponding global, mediated networks pose deeply challenging 
questions about the role of social media in activism, political change, and/or revolution. 
To what extent does technology shape the social—perhaps most helpfully understood 
as “soft  determinism”   7   —and to what extent do we as agents (individually or collectively) 
shape technology? How do we most productively study this relationship within the con-
text of radically changing media landscapes of the “mediapolis,” the spaces in which 
media and people co-exist and mutually defi ne one another? How do social media prac-
tices redefi ne fundamental conceptions of “politics” and refl ect radical interventions in 
the “police order”?  
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    Defining Propaganda after 
September 2001   

 Th e impact of the convergence of mass media and propaganda techniques on public 
opinion has long been observed by scholars.  Herman and Chomsky (1988) , for exam-
ple, argue that the mass media serve as a structure for communicating messages and 
symbols to the general population in order to manipulate attitudes and elicit consent to 
social, political, and economic moves. For the mass media to evoke particular kinds of 
emotions in the general population to secure acquiescence in times of war, Jacques  Ellul 
(1964)  points out that  

  propaganda must become as natural as air or food. It must proceed by psychological 
inhibition and the least possible shock. Th e individual is then able to declare in all 
honesty that no such thing as propaganda exists. In fact, he has been so absorbed by 
it that he is literally no longer able to see the truth. (366) 

  In a world with a growing concentration of wealth and confl icts of class interest, the 
mass media’s role increasingly incorporates systematic propaganda. With the develop-
ment of information communications technology, propaganda now fl ows through vir-
tual environments. 

 Th is complexity arises from the fact that we now have a vast and diverse media land-
scape across multiple digital, web-based, and mobile platforms and P2P modes of com-
munication. Th ere are 6.8 billion mobile-cellular subscriptions. 600  million people 
access Facebook through their mobile devices—Facebook’s one billion users would 
constitute the world’s third largest country. YouTube has more than one billion unique 
users each month. Th e exponential rise of citizen journalism, Twitter, and YouTube is 
a game-changer that aff ects the Pentagon’s eff orts to control propaganda, for example, 
as a challenge to political, military and corporate interests. Studies of propaganda ide-
ally take into account both the unique historical conditions and the dynamic landscape 
of mediated realities and everyday social media practices that are inextricably meshed 
with globalized information economies. 

 Contemporary scholars are now seeking new frames of reference to make sense of 
these evolving horizons. For studies of media and war, this “new world order” is consti-
tuted in part by what scholars have termed the “mediatization of war.”   8    On one end of 
a continuum in contemporary research on news and propaganda, scholars are calling 
for an overhaul of approaches to propaganda analysis. Th e requirement of new theo-
retical frameworks arises primarily from this radically shift ing media landscape and its 
increasingly close connections with war propaganda as evidenced aft er 9/11. As  Hoskins 
and  O’Loughlin  (2010)  write in  War and Media: Th e Emergence of Diff used War,  “It is in 
the new media ecology that established theories and assumptions about audiences, pro-
paganda, and warfare are, at the very least, signifi cantly challenged” (2). 
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 What remains similar is the basic form of propaganda; the rhetorical debates about 
the function of media for a democracy; the role of ownership and advertising as a news 
agenda setter. What has changed are the terms and basic sensibilities regarding decep-
tion, secrecy, and propaganda, to the extent that all information is in a sense read as 
propaganda in an era of information warfare defi ned by a radical erosion of privacy and 
increased surveillance—in short, “truthiness” as the foundation for information wars. 
Yet despite the need for new accounts and theoretical frameworks, our research, as well 
as that of many scholars in this publication, evidences that some modalities of propa-
ganda in times of war take fairly predictable forms in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst 
centuries. 

 For instance,  Ellul (1965)  argues that propaganda is necessary for governmental 
control because coercion is insuffi  cient for creating the necessary acquiescent popu-
lace. He explains that all propaganda is “necessarily false when it speaks of values, 
of truth, of good, of justice, of happiness—and when it interprets and colors facts 
and imputes meaning to them” (30). In addition to using cultural values and myths, 
then, propaganda defi nes the very meanings and understandings of “truth,” “good,” 
and “justice.” Refl ecting truthiness in action, examples of this kind of redefi nition 
of the terms of truth, especially in war propaganda, are plentiful. Indeed, the pro-
paganda in the instance of post-9/11 was entirely inseparable from patriotism that, 
because of the president’s “decider” role, was also grounded in faith and not rational 
deliberation. 

 By 2003, the Bush administration’s threatened invasion of Iraq on the pretext of 
“weapons of mass destruction” (WMD) and falsely produced associations of Al-Qaeda 
to Saddam Hussein was pushed forward by means of the classic propaganda strategy 
of identifying a “clear enemy” and fanning fl ames or terrorist fears built signifi cantly 
on racial demonization and Islamophobia. Th e disinformation about the presence of 
uranium in Iraq, Saddam Hussein’s supposed intentions to build “weapons of mass 
destruction,” and his alleged “support of terrorism” including Al-Qaeda ( Bush 2002 ) 
were founded on key elements of propaganda noted by Harold Lasswell in 1927 and 
many others since.  Lasswell (1927)  writes, “So great are the psychological resistances 
to war in modern nations that every war must appear to be a war of defense against a 
menacing, murderous aggressor. Th ere must be no ambiguity about who the public is 
to hate” (47). 

 Public dissent was kept from being disseminated broadly through any major 
U.S. news networks, cable, TV, radio, and print news. As a result of governmental and 
state-sanctioned invocations of patriotism, overt censorship, and fi rings of individu-
als who dissented, those who did have reason to question the propaganda were made 
to fear for their jobs, livelihood, and reputations reminiscent of the McCarthyism of 
the Cold War. Th e extent of silencing journalists is represented in the “muzzling” of 
Christiane Amanpour of CNN.   9    During an interview with Tina Brown on CNBC, 
Amanpour remarks, “Some offi  cials responded angrily to allegations of ‘propaganda’ 
and ‘spin’ where instances of false reporting occurred, insisting that such were the 
types of mistakes typically made in ‘the fog of war’. Others blamed ‘overenthusiastic 
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reporters’ ” (in  Allan and Zelizer 2004 , 8). Th ose who worked behind the scenes were 
also silenced:

  I . . . was talking to a girl who was working for Fox and just before she was going to 
Iraq and I was like “so do you think the war is about oil?” She was like “oh, we all 
know it’s for oil but we’re not allowed to say that or we’d lose our jobs.” Th at kept me 
up all night because here people are not telling the truth, even though it’s their job to 
report news because they’re afraid purely for their own economic position.   10     

 Th e systematic erasure, stifl ing, and refashioning of truths of war connect to the 
structural factors that form the base of the propaganda model developed in  Herman 
and Chomsky’s 1988  book,  Manufacturing Consent: Th e Political Economy of the Mass 
Media,    11    which holds that structural infl uences such as ownership, funding, and sourc-
ing fi ltered out dissenting voices and created “systemic biases.”   12    Th ey refer to ownership 
and control, funding-by-advertising, the media’s routine reliance on “offi  cial sources” 
in government and business, fl ak (the ability to mobilize large-scale complaints about 
news), system-supportive talking heads (the experts who confi rm the “offi  cial slant”), 
and the ability to fi x society’s “basic principles and ideologies.”   13    Th ese fi lters are con-
trolled by the same “powerful societal interests”   14    that fi nance and control the mass 
media. Th e fi lters fi x the premises of public discourse, or what the public is allowed to 
“see, hear and think about.”   15    Th us, powerful private and corporate interests can control 
agenda setting and debates.   16    

 Despite the lockstep patriotism that silenced dissent in the United States aft er 
September 11, widespread skepticism reveals this period as a key shift  toward a crisis 
of faith in both media and politicians, marking a watershed moment in the history of 
news media leading well into the years ensuing ( Boler 2008 ;  2006 ). With trust in media 
and politicians increasingly shattered, the media were becoming more widely perceived 
as “all being propaganda” (see, e.g.,  Allan and Zelizer 2004 ). As international commu-
nities witnessed the persistent fabrication of facts regarding WMD and manufactured 
myths linking Saddam Hussein to Al-Qaeda, the machinery of propaganda was becom-
ing more widely questioned.   17     

    Challenging the Authority of 
Traditional Journalism: Fake is the 

Most Trusted News   

 A form of dissent that saw meteoric rise in popularity during this decade is satire, and 
specifi cally “fake news” such as  Th e Daily Show  and the  Colbert Report . Without ques-
tion, popular fake news in the United States sees news media as propaganda. Th e cri-
tiques leveled by Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert, for instance, persistently challenged 
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the absurdity of news coverage as well as the absurdity and lies of politicians. Within the 
North American climate of muzzling dissent and outright lying to the public by media 
and politicians, the likes of Stewart and Colbert were protected both by their popular-
ity, by the laws protecting parody in the United States, and the insurance held by a large 
corporate mogul like Comedy Central. In this capacity, these two court jesters were 
aff orded cover to speak truth to power. Although there are many examples, forms, and 
modalities of dissent, to keep faithful to our thesis of truthiness it is worth highlighting 
satire’s capacity to critique and call out propaganda. 

 Indeed, the rise and mass appeal of fake news has fueled popular and scholarly 
debate about the role of satire in politics. As Courtney Martin wrote in 2007, satire 
“has a long and proven history as the source of bona fi de social change. Aristophanes’ 
Lysistrata . . . George Orwell’s  Animal Farm,  all of these led to new public awareness that 
then led to protest, even some pragmatic reforms. . . . Rebels distributed copies of  Animal 
Farm —a novella satirizing totalitarianism—to displaced Soviets in the Ukraine right 
aft er World War II.” Dismissals of the politically trenchant critiques of satire as ineff ec-
tual, or concerns that  Th e Daily Show  is “bad for American citizenry” are, at best, reduc-
tive and too simple. Not only have these “fake” news shows provided reality checks, 
counterpublic communities, and the mass mobilization of 400,000 fans to gather in 
Washington, DC, in 2010 for the Rally to Restore Sanity, they oft en “do a better job of 
news coverage than ‘real’ news,” as viewers say time and again. 

 For many of the new generation of skeptic news consumers, satire and parody off ers 
greater sense of certainty and trust than presentation of news that does not create this 
“embedded” or “assumed” critical distance. A primary mode of critique is to edit news 
archives to juxtapose a politician’s words used on one date and then a contradiction 
captured on another date. Th is form of calling out lies is especially potent and eff ective 
as we know from the documented power of visual evidence. Colbert’s show has the 
protection of the double-entendre of his “parody squared.” Not only does his persona 
draw attention to the constructed and strange nature of news, but he delivers all his 
critique of extreme conservatism “backward,” as it were, from the point of view of an 
extremely conservative pundit quite directly based on the all-too-real Bill O’Reilly of 
Fox News. 

 Stephen Colbert’s 2006 White House Press Correspondents’ Dinner speech provides 
a high-profi le example of the explosion of dissent, building on the courage of bloggers, 
citizen journalists, and thousands of others who had already actively engaged digital 
communication technologies. Colbert drove to the core of truthiness and its biting, 
implicit critique of propaganda:

  Do you know you have more nerve endings in your gut than you have in your head? 
You can look it up. I know some of you are going to say “I did look it up, and that’s not 
true.” Th at’s ‘cause you looked it up in a book. Next time, look it up in your gut. I did. 
My gut tells me that’s how our nervous system works. Every night on my show, the 
Colbert Report, I speak straight from the gut, OK? I give people the truth, unfi ltered 
by rational argument. I call it the “No Fact Zone.” Fox News, I hold a copyright on 
that term. . . . And as excited as I am to be here with the President, I am appalled to 
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be surrounded by the liberal media that is destroying America, with the exception of 
Fox News. Fox News gives you both sides of every story: the President’s side, and the 
Vice President’s side.  

 Colbert then skewered the Bush administration and media for producing new versions 
of reality before fi ring a scathing critique at journalists’ failure to exercise objectivity:

  Over the last fi ve years you people were so good, over tax cuts, WMD intelligence, the 
eff ect of global warming. We Americans didn’t want to know, and you had the courtesy 
not to try to fi nd out. Th ose were good times, as far as we knew. . . . But, listen, let’s 
review the rules. Here’s how it works. Th e President makes decisions. He’s the decider. 
Th e press secretary announces those decisions, and you people of the press type those 
decisions down. Make, announce, type. Just put ’em through a spell check and go 
home. Get to know your family again. Make love to your wife. Write that novel you 
got kicking around in your head. You know, the one about the intrepid Washington 
reporter with the courage to stand up to the administration? You know, fi ction!  

 Th is spectacle of dissent refl ects the multifaceted complexities of twenty-fi rst-century 
propaganda. One of the brilliances of Colbert’s fi nely honed speech is that it touches 
subtly on every aspect of our distorted brave new world order. For instance, Gray, Jones, 
and Th ompson (2009) observe that the  Colbert Report  recognizes news as representa-
tion rather than as reality. And by contesting the practices and values that operate within 
traditional information-industry landscapes, it functions both as a critique of the press 
and as a site for media-literacy education. On a similar note,  Meddaugh (2010)  claims 
that the  Report  off ers an alternative language to the “monolithic discourses” of the tradi-
tional news, becoming a “kind of ‘fi ft h estate.’ ” She goes on to say that “Colbert as carni-
val challenges authoritative claims to the ‘center’ of discourse” (386–387). Emphasizing 
the shift s on what counts as truth within corporate-media frameworks,  Jones and 
Baym (2010)  argue that Stewart and Colbert consistently challenge the Right’s “sleight 
of hand.” By juxtaposing what the Right is saying with evidence available in the public 
record, Stewart is able to critique what Fox seeks to present as truth. Colbert goes even 
further by “not only parodying the lunacy, bombast, and irrationality of some of the 
far-right’s most important voices, but also critiquing the broader political culture that 
supports such thinking” (286). 

 However, evaluations of the eff ectiveness or eff ect of satire as political messaging have 
also occupied scholars and popular cultural debates during the period of the rise of fake 
news popularity. In early 2007, MSNBC’s Joe Scarborough ran a piece featuring  Daily 
Show  clips and two pundits debating whether “therapeutic irony is rendering us politi-
cally impotent” ( Boler 2007 ). Similar fears were fanned in 2006 when news media had a 
feast with a questionable study by two academics that claimed that watching  Th e Daily 
Show  breeds cynicism and lowers young voters’ “trust in national leaders” ( Baumgartner  
and Morris  2006 ). 

 In September 2006, Th e  New  York Times Magazine  ran a savvy piece called “My 
Satirical Self ” about a generation of satire in which Mason describes how “ridicule 
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provides a remedy for his rage.” In 2003, in an interview with Bill Moyers, Moyers asks 
Jon Stewart: “I do not know whether you are practicing an old form of parody and satire 
or a new form of journalism.” Stewart replies: “Well then that either speaks to the sad 
state of comedy or the sad state of news. I can’t fi gure out which one. I think, honestly, 
we’re practicing a new form of desperation” ( PBS, 2003 ). Th ese comedians may claim to 
be only interested in laughs, but those who watch, think critically, and take numerous 
forms of action do come away each night with renewed political convictions—not least 
of which is to question a news media that too oft en fails in its responsibility. One may 
still worry that even considered as a form of prepoliticization, the invitation to laugh our 
way into doomsday is the more likely result.   18    

 However, the evidence   19    is rolling in to the contrary.   20    Th e question is no longer sim-
ply one of laughter versus action, or online versus offl  ine. Similarly misleading is the 
headline and implication of  Jennifer Earl’s (2007)  Washingtonpost.com commentary, 
“Where have all the protests gone? Online.” Scholarship that implies that fake news dis-
courages the young college-age demographic from engaging in electoral politics was 
heartily disproved by the 2010  Rally to Restore Sanity . By 2011, the world had witnessed 
the Arab Spring and the Occupy Wall Street movement unfold, leaving little doubt about 
the role of social media and globally shared dissent within this generation of radically 
shift ing political consciousness and capacity for mobilization. It becomes increasingly 
diffi  cult to separate popular perception, mainstream media agenda setting, Washington 
electorate decisions, and the critical force of digital dissent, including satire.  

    The Internet’s Role in Political 
Mobilization and Protest   

    Blogging, Viral Videos, Citizen Journalism, and 
Challenges to Freedom of Speech   

 Alongside the rising popularity of satire, the Internet began exploding with myriad 
expressions of dissent. IndyMedia was born with the Battle in Seattle. E-mail and list-
servs—prior to the rise of blogging in 2003—functioned to circulate dissent and mobi-
lization against the World Trade Organization and then against the war on Afghanistan. 
Within the escalating crises of truth, traditional and broadcast news faced radical chal-
lenges, including eyewitness accounts in the form of weblogs from Iraq, the growth of Al 
Jazeera as a news source off ering a divergent perspective from other corporate-owned 
Western media, and other modes of citizen journalism. By 2006, Time Magazine 
named “YOU” as Person of the Year—“you” being the diverse populace producing 
“user-generated content.” 

 Even as early as 2001, the Internet provided leading alternative sources of 
news, and its uses in fact exceeded the consumption of broadcast television news 
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( Horrigan 2006 ). In general, online news was less strictly defi ned by the govern-
ment’s offi  cial line, such that even online versions of the same story from one news 
source (say NBC or CNN) might provide quite diff erent viewpoints. Th e mainstream 
media, as is historically its pattern during war, became less critical of the government 
and military actions and more prone to repeating propaganda both in the lead-up 
to and during the war ( Knightley 2003; Tumber and Palmer 2004 ). Th is univocal 
mainstream media environment opened a space for other news providers ranging 
from foreign media such as the British press to bloggers, leading many Americans 
to turn to the Web for war news (Fox, Rainie, and Fallows,  2003; Johnson and Kaye, 
2004 ). Because online news access was more widespread, Al Jazeera English was 
increasingly watched and read in the North and Western world, although it remains 
somewhat challenging to access in the United States and only recently started to 
be broadcast via cable in Canada. Th e response from many current events blogs to 
the information demand that arose as the United States decided to invade Iraq led 
some scholars to describe this period as the “fi rst true Internet war” ( Wall 2005 , 
p. 153;  Kurtz 2003 ). 

 In early 2003, in the largest-ever international antiwar protest in recorded history, 
tens of millions around the globe took to the streets protesting the preemptive inva-
sion of Iraq. Although September 2001 was a defi ning moment, so were the unprec-
edented mass international mobilizations of February 2003. What accounted for the 
shift  from some of the most egregious propaganda orchestration to the internationally 
mobilized dissent of the largest-ever antiwar movement? Th e buildup to Bush’s threat-
ened invasion corresponded with wider access to the Internet, which not only allowed 
for alternative fl ows of content and perspectives but alternative means of organizing an 
international social movement. A search through Google images for “February 15, 2003 
antiwar protest” currently yields 3,240,000 results. Th e impact of the collected images 
begins to hint at the phenomenal international presence of this movement, and how 
the resistance and protest was captured in this era through digital photography or pho-
tographs then digitized and uploaded onto millions of blogs and websites either at the 
time or subsequently. 

 Th e international protest highlighted the force of global interconnectivity and net-
worked, coordinated international actions. Th e movement demonstrated the new 
capacities and reach of independent and multiple information and communication 
technologies, and the role these diverse media play in coordinating resistance. Such 
public acts of solidarity hold the capacity to change the framing and agenda setting of 
news media coverage on local, national, and global stages. Th ese movements as col-
lectives also have the power to demand accountability for how the media do or do not 
represent certain perspectives and/or spin voices of dissent—and, fi nally, they have 
the potential to change public and policy discourse. In this digitized environment, the 
tightly controlled operations that had characterized the fi rst Persian Gulf War were no 
longer possible. 

 Th e “collective crowd wisdom” possible through communities of blogging became 
a primary method of maintaining accountability within propagandistic mediascapes. 
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Even blogs that “merely” comment may impact perception and policy through fact 
checking and reframing. Bloggers showed little deference for traditional media who 
“used to be priests on high dispensing their knowledge to the unwashed masses.” But 
now “we fact check the crap out of them. And if they’re lying, it’s going to come out,” 
stated one blogger.   21    Mainstream media, in the words of another blogger, are “watching 
their back[s]  a little more because they know they’re going to get caught out if they do 
anything egregious.” 

 Blogging is also seen as playing an influential role within agenda setting and 
framing with many understanding this new access to public expression as the emer-
gence of a renewed “town hall”: a public forum in which judgments and opinions 
are rigorously debated. In a specific instance of blogging leading to agenda setting, 
bloggers’ attention to reports that the U.S.  military had used illegal phosphorus 
weapons during the November 2004 siege of Fallujah, and on-the-ground reporting 
by blogger/journalist Dahr Jamail of Iraq Dispatches, pushed the story to promi-
nence in  The Independent  (U.K.). The reports forced the Pentagon to admit that 
white phosphorus had in fact been used in Fallujah. “All the information came from 
bloggers, came from people doing things like finding government documents, find-
ing instances where soldiers admitted in filed manuals that they used it and what it 
looked like, and that the call sign was Whiskey P,” said a blogger who helped inves-
tigate the story. 

 Bloggers have also described their work as participation in a conversation: “I think 
the main value is it brings more voices to the table. Like by comparison to corporate 
media where they pretend that there’s maybe two sides to every argument, which is 
ridiculous.” A contributor to a prominent U.S. military blog explains, “I like to argue 
because it helps form my opinion. I’m not bound to any opinion, and arguing with smart 
people who disagree is the best way to fi nd holes in your own argument.” Th is model of 
democracy involves engaged dialogue and a collective search for “truth.” As one inter-
viewee said, blogging “allow[s]  a level of citizen participation. You have a voice as well 
as a vote instead of just going and pulling a lever and being an anonymous number, you 
actually contribute something to the debate.” 

 However, one might argue that digital dissenters are also engaged in propaganda 
vis-à-vis creating and disseminating certain information and opinions that support a 
particular worldview. As one Left  blogger we interviewed states of his attempts to edu-
cate and mobilize his readers, “I’m not just attempting to infl uence them while they’re 
online, I’m attempting to infl uence them for their entire lives.” Another digital dis-
sent producer, who created one of the winning Bush in 30 Seconds videos for the 2004 
Moveon.org contest prior to the presidential election, explicitly described his video as 
using propaganda techniques. Titled “Polygraph,” the video uses visuals of a polygraph 
machine to measure Bush’s lies regarding WMD. Th e viewer watches the polygraph 
arm swinging wildly—measuring lies with ink on paper—as one hears Bush’s state-
ments to the press such as “Saddam Hussein recently sought signifi cant quantities of 
uranium from Africa; Saddam Hussein aids and protects terrorists, including members 
of Al-Qaeda.” 
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 In our interview with Polygraph creator Rich Garella, he elaborates what he called 
“his theory of communication”: “Instead of saying, you know, ‘Bush lied,’ and give peo-
ple something that they can argue directly against or . . . accept or reject, we just said ‘let’s 
give them an arresting visual teamed with an arresting sound track that just creates this 
association in their mind between Bush and lying without exactly saying it explicitly.’ ” 
When asked to elaborate on the aesthetic and symbolic decisions he made in the video, 
Garella describes how “scientifi c authority” was carefully invoked for rhetorical/sym-
bolic persuasion. “People have this reaction like science is trustworthy and technical 
things are trustworthy,” Garella continues, “and there’s an implication that scientifi c 
instruments are neutral collectors of evidence and give results that you can’t doubt . . . the 
little pens are like laying down little lines of ink that you can’t argue with. Now obvi-
ously . . . it doesn’t really say anything about what Bush is saying because Bush was never 
hooked up to any kind of machine and, you know, polygraphs don’t work very well any-
way . . . ” (personal interview with Garella 2005). He laughingly notes the irony of having 
used an image that connotes scientifi c authority and veracity despite the fact that view-
ers would realize Bush was  not  in fact connected to a polygraph. However, his point is 
that he chose an “arresting visual” to appeal emotionally in propagandistic technique, 
the ethics of which he himself questions: “I view this ad really as . . . a kind of propaganda 
that I hope was eff ective but it’s not very defensible . . . it doesn’t construct a logical argu-
ment or anything like that and . . . when the same methods are used by people I disagree 
with to put across an underlying message that I think is untrue, it makes me angry.” 

 As a complement to blogging, leaked sources oft en came in the form of images easily 
captured by digital cameras and mobile-cell-phone technology of camera and video. Th e 
U.S. war and occupation of Iraq continued under the Bush administration was increas-
ingly fraught with one scandal aft er another as a result of new digital ways and means 
of leaking information. One of the most explosive issues that came to light during the 
post-9/11 period was the scandal of Abu Ghraib. In 2004 when soldier Joe Darby released 
images of tortured war prisoners, no propaganda or “spin” of these horrifi c images could 
rescue the U.S. military or government from that stark reality of its knowing violations of 
human rights and the Geneva Convention, nor from the fact that routine torture of Iraqi 
prisoners was approved and condoned by countless U.S. military and Pentagon employ-
ees. Many were quick to recognize the media’s complicity with senior military offi  cials 
and the White House as they tried to paint the scandal as the responsibility of a “few bad 
apples” or isolated incidents of “mistreatment” and “abuse” rather than a matter of wide-
spread practices of torture and secrecy regarding military policies. 

 Th e Abu Ghraib photographs, as  Andén-Papadopoulos (2008)  points out,   “laid bare, 
graphically and irreversibly, the contradiction between the superpower’s well-regarded 
self-image and the realities of its contempt for a population who it had ostensibly liber-
ated” (23). However, although digital technologies and access to the Internet provided 
the means and the space where views and evidence that ran counter to the offi  cial mes-
sage could be collected and disseminated, those in power still held the reins of shap-
ing public opinion through manipulating truths. In  None Dare Call It Torture: Indexing 
and the Limits of Press Independence in the Abu Ghraib Scandal,   Bennett  et al.  (2006b)  
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examine how the corporate-owned news managed to maintain a frame on Abu Ghraib 
that designated the matter as abuse rather than torture, presenting it as an aberration 
from normal behavior rather than a problem residing within sanctioned policies of the 
military chain of command. 

 Th is kind of spin extended to blatant censorship. At certain junctures, bloggers’ free-
dom of speech was seriously contested and curtailed, sometimes even stopped altogether. 
For example, CNN ordered journalist Kevin Sites to stop posting material on his blog. 
Th ey claimed that, “Covering a war for CNN . . . is a full-time job, so we asked Kevin to 
concentrate on that for the time being. Rather than attempting to restore their lost monop-
oly on gatekeeping, journalists could carve out a new role as critical guides to the multi-
tude of sources and perspectives available to citizens” ( Williams and Della Carpini 2011 , 
p. 301). As this example shows, during the era of censorship following 9/11, for journalists 
to exercise their free speech as individuals was no simple matter, and they risked severe 
penalization. Another turning point in the power attributed to blogging emerged in 2005 
when the U.S. Army issued strict guidelines for military blogs followed by the release of 
tighter policies in 2007, which included recourse to “administrative, disciplinary, contrac-
tual, or criminal action” against service members who blogged without proper clearance 
( Shachtman 2007 ). On occasion, military bloggers were simply silenced (Londoño  2008 ). 

 Despite these challenges, blogging became a widespread mode of dissent from all 
sides of the political spectrum. However, also coming to the fore were heated debates 
that questioned the credentials and values of blogging, that is, whether blogging pro-
vided anything politically substantive. If one follows the lines of Jodi  Dean’s (2008)  cri-
tique, this megamart model of democracy produces an “echo chamber”—a packaging of 
the handful of corporate (news) fl avors into 57 million variations, most of which are not 
adding any new “facts” to the conversation. Another echo-chamber issue is the fear that 
readers merely gravitate to blogs that suit their preconceived political views and fi lter 
everything else out. One of the bloggers we interviewed describes “the kind of blogging 
where people are just reinforcing their prejudices and their ideologies and echoing each 
other, attacking the enemy.” Still, others disagree with this dismissal—some research 
shows that readers are more likely to encounter views from diverse political perspectives 
in the blogosphere than in the traditional print news.   22    

 Many political theorists and scholars remain skeptical about the role of social 
media in participatory democracy, questioning or even discounting the signifi cance 
of “micro-blogging,” “citizen journalism,” and other social media practices. Evgeny 
 Morozov (2011)  and Malcolm  Gladwell (2010) , for example, argue against the power 
of social media, critiquing “weak ties” between members.  Morozov (2009)  goes further 
and explores the practice of “slacktivism,” a term that refers to “feel-good online activ-
ism” that has no useful socio-political eff ect. He claims that this mode of digital activism 
is the ideal form of activism for “lazy” individuals, giving them “the illusion of having 
a meaningful impact on the world without demanding anything more than joining a 
Facebook group” (para. 1). In her essay on communicative capitalism,  Dean (2008)  
claims that “instead of leading to more equitable distributions of wealth and infl uence, 
instead of enabling the emergence of a richer variety in modes of living and practices 
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of freedom, the deluge of screens and spectacles undermines political opportunity and 
effi  cacy for most of the world’s peoples” (104). She asks, “Why is democracy not work-
ing” despite the proliferation of voices online? Her questions lead to a lament that such 
expressions are merely “so much noise” that translates into no signifi cant social change.  

    Whistle-Blowing Online: In Search of “Truth”   

 Yet another eruption that occurred during the post-9/11 information wars was the 
increasing visibility of online whistle-blowing websites. One prime example is the 
not-for-profi t media organization WikiLeaks, which was offi  cially launched in 2007 
largely in reaction to the decline of the democratic functions of the mass media. 
Although membership is mostly anonymous, it was the “Robin Hood of Hacking,” 
Julian Assange, who was propelled to center stage as the founder and public face of 
the group ( Harrell 2010 ). Similar to Colbert’s assessment of the U.S. media during the 
post-9/11 period,  WikiLeaks (2012a)  concludes that the publishing media at a global 
level had become “less independent and far less willing to ask the hard questions of gov-
ernment, corporations, and other institutions.” As a result, the organization established 
a new model of journalism with the primary task of disseminating information that calls 
governments, corporations, and institutions to account, and allows the public access to 
“otherwise unaccountable and secretive institutions.” WikiLeaks aims to shine a light on 
the ethical implications of the actions of these institutions. 

 According to WikiLeaks, a vibrant and inquisitive media and the capacity for the 
public to scrutinize the political and economic machinations of its society would lead 
to reduced corruption and a stronger democratic structure. Founded on the prin-
ciples of freedom of opinion and expression, WikiLeaks shares original documents 
with news stories, allowing other media organizations, independent bloggers, and the 
general public full access to this information in search of “truth.” Th e organization 
opens up what  Foucault (1972)  would consider a “space for action” where dominant 
structures can be resisted through the acts of dissemination of information and ideas 
regardless of frontiers. In this capacity, WikiLeaks provides the stage for an explo-
sion of forces where the struggle between dominant power and subordinated power 
becomes tangible. 

 Perhaps the most well-known leak released by the site is the U.S.  military video 
Collateral Murder on April 5, 2010 ( WikiLeaks 2010 ). Th e brutal content of the clip trig-
gered enormous public outcry. Shot from an Apache helicopter, the classifi ed video dat-
ing back to 2007 depicts the indiscriminate murder of about a dozen civilians, including 
two Reuters cameramen, in the Iraqi suburb of New Baghdad. Th e U.S. military initially 
claimed that those who had been killed were anti-Iraqi forces or insurgents, despite the 
fact that, during the video, at 15:29, a soldier states aft er shooting children: “Well, it’s 
their fault for bringing their kids into a battle.” And someone answers, “Th at’s right” 
( M.S., 2010 ). It later came to light that all of the individuals on the ground had been 
innocent civilians. Writing for the  Atlantic,   James Fallows (2010)  claims that, if taken 

21_Castronovo_CH21.indd   40821_Castronovo_CH21.indd   408 9/30/2013   4:56:09 PM9/30/2013   4:56:09 PM



dissent, truthiness, and skepticism  409

at face value, the video “is the most damaging documentation of abuse since the Abu 
Ghraib prison-torture photos.” Aft er persistent demands by Reuters, the United States 
conducted an investigation into the incident, only to conclude that the soldiers engaged 
in the event had been acting in accordance with the law of armed confl ict and “Rules of 
Engagement” ( WikiLeaks 2010 ). 

 In 2010, WikiLeaks released 391,832 secret documents on the invasion of Iraq, 
77,000 classifi ed Pentagon documents on the confl ict in Afghanistan, and approxi-
mately 250,000 cables between the U.S. State Department and more than 270 dip-
lomatic outposts worldwide ( New  York Times 2012 ). WikiLeaks also began formal 
collaboration with fi ve major newspapers, including the  Guardian, New York Times, El 
Pais, Der Spiegel,  and  Le Monde  ( Keaten and Blackledge 2010 ).   23    In May 2010, Private 
Bradley Manning, a twenty-four-year-old intelligence analyst with the U.S. Army, was 
arrested on suspicion of leaking classifi ed material (more than 250,000 documents) 
to WikiLeaks in one of the largest leaks of classifi ed material in U.S. history ( Prentice 
and Faulconbridge, 2012 ). Manning has since been indicted on twenty-two additional 
counts relating to the leaks, including violations of Articles 92 and 134 of the Uniform 
Code of Military Justice (UCMJ). He has also been charged with violating UCMJ Article 
104 (Aiding the Enemy) which is a capital off ense ( Williams 2012 ), setting a precedent 
for the treatment of whistle-blowers in the United States.  

 Since its inception, WikiLeaks has faced both challenges and support.   24    Although the 
group has acted as a counter to U.S. propaganda war methods by disseminating ground 
truths about the nature of these wars, it has also suff ered its share of setbacks. Given 
its release of evidence of U.S. war crimes, the range of manufactured realities used to 
justify wars instigated by the United States and its allies, and reams of information on 
governmental and corporate corruption on a global scale, it is easy to understand why 
WikiLeaks would be a target for erasure. For example, in January 2008, Bank Julius 
Baer fi led a lawsuit against WikiLeaks, citing the Digital Millennium Copyright Act 
(DMCA) and accusing the organization of disseminating confi dential fi nancial infor-
mation about off shore accounts. In February, a California judge ordered Dynadot, a 
domain-name registrar, to disconnect the WikiLeaks.org domain name from its server, 
preventing user access to a content-fi lled domain ( BBC News 2008 ). Th e injunction was 
dissolved, and the bank dropped its case by March. 

 In November 2010, in what might be perceived as a strategy to shut down the orga-
nization through suff ocation of funding, WikiLeaks received a letter from the U.S. State 
Department that implied (but did not explicitly state) that illegal activity by WikiLeaks 
provided the grounds for action by fi nancial-service providers. Consequently, PayPal 
blocked the group from using its services to collect monetary donations. Th is action was 
followed by other fi nancial institutions such as Visa, MasterCard, and Bank of America 
( WikiLeaks 2012b ). 

 Th e  New  York Times (2012 ) points out that since sexual assault allegations were 
brought against Assange (allegations he has consistently denied), in 2010 WikiLeaks 
“foundered,” consequently entangling Assange in a prolonged extradition battle. Also in 
2010, Interpol placed Assange on its most-wanted list. In February 2012, leaked e-mails 
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from Stratfor, a private intelligence corporation, showed that the U.S. Department 
of Justice had issued a secret, sealed indictment against Assange ( CCR 2012 ).  And 
newly declassifi ed documents reported that the U.S. military had identifi ed Assange 
and WikiLeaks as enemies of the United States ( Dorling 2012 ). At the time of writing, 
Ecuador has granted Assange diplomatic asylum. 

 WikiLeaks is accused of “threatening national security” because it counters govern-
mental choices about what information should be publicly available and what infor-
mation should be censored in the name of “security.” Th e controversies surrounding 
Assange and WikiLeaks may raise for some the question of when and whether all infor-
mation dissemination can be considered propaganda. If propaganda is understood to 
refer to fi lters that fi x the premises of public discourse and to perimeters set by powerful 
private and public agendas that determine what the public is allowed to “see, hear and 
think about,”   25    then it is important to consider the point at which information becomes 
propaganda. 

 However, propaganda should not be identifi ed with “threats to national secu-
rity.” Within an age of information warfare, certainly “raw information,” such as 
government-produced cables and documents, and so forth, can be used for propagan-
distic purposes, and, to the extent that Assange has a political agenda beyond freedom 
of information, one might assess  intentions  as propagandistic. It is equally important 
in an age of information warfare to consider carefully the fundamental importance of 
freedom of information and access to primary sources as a supplement to the myriad 
secondary sources and retellings that constitute journalism and blogs. Although dis-
senting fi gures such as Assange might be considered political because of their eff orts to 
shape how people see and think, the “leaked” or “freed” information cannot in itself be 
identifi ed as propaganda until one can trace how or if this information has been put to 
use as a technology of persuasion that then becomes, following Ellul, as invisible in its 
infl uence as the air we breathe.   

    Conclusion   

 Th e deceptions regarding evidence of weapons of mass destruction spun by the Bush 
administration in concert with corporate-owned and traditional news during the 
buildup to the invasion of Iraq are now widely recognized as the most egregious exam-
ples of U.S. propaganda in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries, particularly in terms 
of the production of blatant lies as part of a public foreign policy. “Information warfare,” 
“spinning” the facts, “creating” the facts, and “redefi ning reality” have become the prov-
ince of those in power who hold authority over and access to dominant media. 

 In the current socio-political context, the media are so intimately connected with the 
process of warfare that “the conduct of war cannot be understood unless one accounts 
for the role of the media in it.” Such “mediatization” of war produces an “emergent 
set of unpredictable relationships amongst the trinity of government, military, and 
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publics.” Th e confl ict across these horizons is “diff used war . . . immersed in and pro-
duced through a ‘new media ecology’ ” ( Hoskins and  O’Loughlin  2010 , pp. 6-7). 

 Investigative journalism is threatened with extinction by the demands of 24/7 news 
cycles that enforce an insatiable and rapid superfi cial production of “new” and “break-
ing,” with resources invested in inexpensive fl uff  and over serious in-depth inves-
tigations ( Allan and Zelizer 2004 , p. 11). Within a media-saturated world, the notion 
of “spin” has become widely understood to describe almost all news. In a postmod-
ern landscape of widely shared, skeptical relationships to what is presented as “true” 
and “real,” new measures are used by diff erent publics to assess the credibility of sources.   26    

 Signifi cantly, the plague of skepticism toward politicians’ “facts” and media’s “fairness 
and accuracy” is in no way merely the concern of scholars but, rather, it is increasingly 
refl ected in popular culture. Despite this skepticism, the proliferating use of social media 
and communication technologies for purposes of dissent from offi  cial government and/
or corporate-interest propaganda off ers genuine cause for hope. It is conceivable that 
with ongoing civic unrest, demands for new practices of participatory democracy and 
accountability will continue to redefi ne the mediascapes, countering truthiness with 
the redistribution of “the sensible” ( Rancière 2006 ) alongside critical consciousness of 
propaganda. Th ese competing voices, sources, and modes of communicating news are, 
more apparently than in any recent decade, modulating the agenda-setting power of the 
front pages of print news. However, whether increasing public access to the means and 
production of alternative accounts of reality that contextualize media and politicians 
will bring the world any closer to authentic participatory democracy remains to be seen.    

      Notes   

       1  .  For an analysis of “Truthinessology,” see the July 9, 2012,  Washington Post  feature, 
“Truthinessology: Th e Stephen Colbert Eff ect Becomes an Obsession in Academia”; 
 http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/truthinessology-the-stephen-colbert- 
eff ect-becomes-an-obsession-in-academia/2012/07/09/gJQAYgiHZW_story.html .   

       2  .  Th e “reality check” for dis-reality production was provided in 2004 by journalist Ron 
Suskind’s renowned article in the  New York Times :  

  Th e [Bush] aide said that guys like me were “in what we call the reality-based 
community,” which he defi ned as people who “believe that solutions emerge from 
your judicious study of discernible reality.” I  nodded and murmured something 
about enlightenment principles and empiricism. He cut me off . “Th at’s not the way 
the world really works anymore,” he continued. “We’re an empire now, and when we 
act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as 
you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and 
that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors . . . and you, all of you, will be left  
to just study what we do.”     

       3  .  Writing about the press conference and book signing for U.N. Weapons Inspector Hans 
Blix in 2004, the Washington Report on Middle East Aff airs includes a comment on the 
uniqueness of “truthtelling,” with a subhead on Hans Blix titled “A Profi le in Courage”: 
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“On the eve of the anniversary of the war on Iraq, Hans Blix came to the United Nations for a 
press conference and a book signing—and the event was almost like a popular demonstration 
in his support. In half an hour some 300 people had bought  Disarming Iraq  and lined up 
for the former head of UNMOVIC to sign it. As they did so, U.N. staff , ambassadors and 
others expressed their appreciation of his integrity and honesty. Apparently, telling the truth 
in these days is rare enough to earn special recognition . . . ”;  http://www.wrmea.org/arch
ives/261-washington-report-archives-2000-2005/may-2004/5114-frustrated-neocons-fo
rmer-un-weapons-head-blix-assess-year-of-war-on-iraq.html ; Ian Williams, “Frustrated 
Neocons, Former U.N. Weapons Head Blix Assess Year of War on Iraq.”    Washington Report 
on Middle East Aff airs   ( New York :  United Nations ,  2004 ),  30–31 ,  94  .   

       4  .  For an essay that analyzes the forms of propaganda during this period, see, for example, 
Deepa Kumar, “Media, War and Propaganda:  Strategies of Information Management 
during the 2003 Iraq War,”  Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies,  3(1): 2006.   

       5  .  However, infi nite sources and accounts have also resulted in a dangerous proliferation and 
oversaturation and, ironically, a resulting narrowing of news consumption. In other words, 
more does not necessarily equal accuracy as viewers are known to read selectively what 
confi rms preexisting beliefs. As well, the multiplication and fragmentation raise concerns 
about what may come to count as “common” or shared understandings of world events, 
arguably posing increasing challenges for informed and mobilized publics.   

       6  .  Aptly captured in a unique viral video remix titled “Keeping America Scared,” this 
pre–YouTube era video represents an early example of “amateurs” literally producing 
dissent through remix and posting it online. In this instance, the piece went viral 
immediately, crashing any servers on which the author tried to host it. Such access to digital 
media through web-based tools fermented new forms of dissent, and one that remains 
particularly powerful is the remix. In “Keeping America Scared,” the producer uses news 
footage from C-Span of offi  cials’ own words (in this case, footage of Bush, Rumsfeld, Laura 
Bush, Cheney, Giuliani, and Schwarzenegger) to evidence their deceptions and/or blatant 
propaganda or lies.   

       7  .  See, for example,    A. Feenberg ,       Critical Th eory of Technology   (2nd ed.) ( New York :  Oxford 
University Press, 2002) .    

       8  .   Hoskins and O’Laughlin (2010)  explain that this concept amplifi es the idea of information 
warfare that is now inextricably intertwined with actual military action.   

       9  .  [Amanpour] was asked to comment on assertions that Bush administration offi  cials had 
intimidated journalists into feeling unpatriotic if they gave voice to criticism or dissent. 
“I think the press was muzzled and I think the press self-muzzled. I’m sorry to say but 
certainly television and, perhaps, to a certain extent, my station [CNN] was intimidated 
by the administration and its foot-soldiers at Fox News. And it did, in fact, put a climate 
of fear and self-censorship . . . ” When pressed about whether there were specifi c stories 
that couldn’t be told, she replied, “It’s not a question of couldn’t do it, it’s a question of tone. 
It’s a question of being rigorous. It’s really a question of really asking the questions. All of 
the entire body politic in my view, whether it’s the administration, the intelligence, the 
journalists, whoever, did not ask enough questions, for instance, about weapons of mass 
destruction. I mean, it looks like this was disinformation at the highest levels” (in  Allan and  
Zelizer, 2004:  8–9).   

       10  .  From interviews conducted during a three-year research project “Rethinking Media and 
Democracy,” conducted during 2005–2008 by Principal Investigator Megan Boler (funded 
by the Canadian Social Science and Humanities Research Council).   
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       11  .  Th e book’s title was itself a reference to the phrase “manufacture of consent,” which was 
coined by the U.S. writer Walter Lippmann in his book  Public Opinion  (London: Allen and 
Unwin, 1921).   

       12  .     E. S.   Herman,   “ Th e Propaganda Model Revisited ,”  Monthly Review , July-August 1996.    
       13  .     E. S.   Herman   &   N. Chomsky ,      Manufacturing Consent: Th e Political Economy of the Mass 

Media   ( New York :  Pantheon , 1988).    
       14  .  Ibid., Introduction.   
       15  .  Ibid., Preface.   
       16  .  Criticisms of the Propaganda Model range from “highly elective . . . confusing . . . prop-

aganda,” to Oliver Boyd Barrett who argued in 2004 that it was actually too weak on 
the “absoluteness of complicity in times of war.” O.    Boyd-Barrett  , “Understanding: Th e 
Second Casualty,” in   Stuart   Allan   and   Barbie   Zelizer   (eds.),   Reporting War: Journalism 
in Wartime   ( New York :  Routledge , 2004),  25  . However, the PM never claimed to predict 
the eff ect of the media on the audience. Instead, it off ered a model for predicting media 
performance under certain conditions.   

       17  .  See also N.    Wolf  , “ Fascist America in 10 Easy Steps ,”  Th e Guardian , April 24, 2007;  http://
www.guardian.co.uk/world/2007/apr/24/usa.comment .]    

       18  .   Martin (2007)  claims that although laughing is inherently healing, especially in 
contemporary society, “like comfort food consumed night aft er night in place of broccoli, 
we are gorging ourselves on what feels good instead of processing what feels so bad—and 
doing something about it.”   

       19  .  In 2006, our survey of 160 producers show 52 percent agree that “my online political 
activity has caused me to take action in my local community (e.g., protest, boycott, etc.).” 
A majority, 59.5 percent, says, “My online participation in political forums has led me to 
join at least one political gathering or protest.” Since becoming active online, 29.3 percent 
are “more active in ‘offl  ine’ political activities,” and 63.1 percent “spend about the same 
amount of time in ‘offl  ine’ political activities.”   

       20  .  See the 2012 study funded by the MacArthur Foundation and the Center for Information 
and Research on Civic Learning and Education (CIRCLE):    J. Kahne,       N. Lee ,    & J. T. 
  Feezell  .    “Digital Media Literacy Education and Online Civic and Political Participation.”  
 International Journal of Communication ,  6 , 2012:  1–24  .   

       21  .  All quotes from bloggers come from interviews conducted during Principal Investigator 
Megan Boler’s “Rethinking Media and Democracy” 2005–2008 research project (funded 
by the Canadian Social Science and Humanities Research Council).   

       22  .  See, for example, E. Lawrence      J. Sides ,    &  H. Farrell ,     “Self-Segregation or Deliberation? 
Blog Readership, Participation, and Polarization in American Politics .”  Perspectives on 
Politics ,  8 (  1   ), 2010:  141–157  .   

       23  .  WikiLeaks is no longer in collaboration with the  New  York Times, the Guardian, Der 
Spiegel, El Pais,  and  Le Monde.  Current media partners include—but are not limited 
to— OWNI  (France),  NDR/ARD  (Germany),  Al Akhbar  (Lebanon),  L’Espresso  (Italy), 
 Al Masry Al Youm  (Egypt),  Rolling Stone  (United States), and  Th e Hindu  (India). 
(For  a  complete list of current media partners, see WikiLeaks  Th e Global Intelli gence 
Files ,  http://wikileaks.org/gifi les/docs/373982_re-ct-untangling-the-bizarre-cia-links- 
to-the- ground-zero.html.    

       24  .  Also emerging from the search for truth and public scrutiny of government and corporate 
moves are grassroots coalitions that have been actively engaged in digital dissent, organizing 
sustained actions through the dissemination of information via diverse digital modalities 

21_Castronovo_CH21.indd   41321_Castronovo_CH21.indd   413 9/30/2013   4:56:10 PM9/30/2013   4:56:10 PM

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2007/apr/24/usa.comment
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2007/apr/24/usa.comment
http://wikileaks.org/gifiles/docs/373982_re-ct-untangling-the-bizarre-cia-linksto-the-ground-zero.html
http://wikileaks.org/gifiles/docs/373982_re-ct-untangling-the-bizarre-cia-linksto-the-ground-zero.html


414   megan boler and selena nemorin

such as websites, forums, blogs, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube channels. For instance, 
groups such as  Free Assange  and  Support Julian Assange  have rallied both online and 
offl  ine around Assange and the protection of WikiLeaks as an instrument for democratic 
expression. In eff orts to uphold his basic human rights other groups such as  Avaaz  and 
 Vets for Brad  have organized in support of Bradley Manning. Th ese collectives have acted 
in solidarity to translate their thoughts and words into a form of “natality” ( Arendt, 1958 ), 
a birthing into the digitized  polis —the eruption of political action in the intersection of 
online and offl  ine worlds.   

       25  .     E. S. Herman  &  N. Chomsky  ,        Manufacturing Consent: Th e Political Economy of the Mass 
Media   ( New York :  Pantheon , 1988), preface.    

       26  .  Melissa Wall (2005) describes “postmodern news” with reference to Lyotard, Jameson, 
and Baudrillard signaling shift s in previously taken-for-granted doctrines about whose 
knowledge is legitimate and which voices control grand or master narratives and measures 
of authority.      
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          chapter 22 

 propaganda in egypt 
and syria’s  “cyberwars”:  
 contexts,  actors,  to ols, 

and tactics      

 sahar   khamis  ,  
 paul b.   gold  ,  and  

 katherine   vaughn          

 Introduction 

    This chapter examines how authoritarian regimes and their citizen opponents utilize 
modern means of communication to serve their propaganda eff orts in their competition 
for power. In understanding this process, we view propaganda not as decontextualized 
and abstract persuasion eff orts, but rather as dynamic, material acts of “propagating” 
specifi c politically persuasive messages by real actors protecting or challenging regime 
legitimacy and survival. Th is process is analyzed in the context of the Egyptian and 
Syrian uprisings of 2011, which compose part of the so-called Arab Awakening. 

 By defi ning propaganda as “the dissemination of ideas intended to convince people to 
think and act in a particular way and for a particular persuasive purpose” ( Welch  2003  , 
xix), and viewing it as an “ethically-neutral process” that is “neither universally evil nor 
overwhelmingly powerful” ( Sproule  1997  , 270), but rather shaped by the propagandists’ 
intended goals and objectives, we may better be able to address the intractable question 
of “Who is propagating what, to whom, through which channel, with what intention, 
and with what eff ect?” 

 In answering this question, we elaborate upon three interrelated factors that can 
account for how propaganda eff orts were deployed to shape the massive sociopolitical 
movements in Egypt and Syria for the purpose of arousing, inspiring, and organizing 
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ordinary citizens, namely,  (a)    actors  —the competing parties—the regimes and their 
opponents; (b)   tools  —the means of communication—used by actors in their struggle 
against the “Other”; and (c)   tactics   that were deployed by actors to frame and proliferate 
their competing messages. Th ese three factors are examined within the historical, cul-
tural, political, and communication contexts of each country. We provide a brief expla-
nation of these three factors.     

 Actors: Regimes and Th eir Citizen Opponents 

   In our analysis of the propaganda eff orts that circulated through various media channels, 
we deliberately avoid the technologically deterministic approach that privileges the tools 
over the actors through inappropriately elevating the importance of social media above 
face-to-face mass action in bringing about political change. We contend that social media 
may be necessary, but are not suffi  cient, tools for pursuing and achieving sociopolitical 
transformation. For example, describing the Egyptian revolution as the “Facebook revolu-
tion,” as some analysts and journalists named it, glosses over the sheer material and moral 
force of millions of Egyptians who took to the streets, risking injury, disability, and/or death, 
to fi ght for self-determination, basic human rights, dignity, and freedom. In other words, 
we adopt the position that “technology does not cause political change . . . but it does provide 
new capacities and impose new constraints on political actors” ( Howard  2011  , 12). It is the 
will and the determination of the actors, however, that can bring about actual change. Th is 
justifi es our focus on the actors and their roles in deploying the eff ective tools and tactics.     

 Tools: Means of Communicating 

   We describe how political activists (i.e., regime opponents) used new forms of com-
munication, especially digital and online social media (e.g., the video-sharing por-
tal YouTube, blogs, Facebook pages, and Twitter), as tools for highlighting regimes’ 
abuses of its citizens, promoting citizen journalism, shaping public opinion, and orga-
nizing and mobilizing citizenry to combat repressive Arab regimes. We show how 
activists integrated these online activities with offl  ine activities (e.g., staging huge city 
square demonstrations, storming security and party offi  ces, etc.). We also shed light on 
the communication tools used by repressive regimes in both Egypt and Syria to pro-
tect their interests and to counter the political activists’ eff orts, using both traditional, 
state-owned, offi  cial media avenues, as well as new media tools such as websites.     

 Tactics: Framing and Propagating Messages 

   We contrast the regimes’  traditional propaganda  approaches with citizen-driven 
 off ensive grassroots propaganda , and we investigate how regimes responded to citi-
zen activists with  reactive defensive propaganda , leading to high-stakes information 

22_Castronovo_CH22.indd   41922_Castronovo_CH22.indd   419 9/30/2013   4:57:10 PM9/30/2013   4:57:10 PM



420   sahar khamis, paul b. gold, and katherine vaughn

contests—“cyberwars”—between empowered citizens and weakening regimes. We 
explore the characteristics of these cyberwars through sampling the regimes and activ-
ists’ use of (a) narratives (e.g., regimes circulating conspiracy theories to distract citizens 
and the international community from their acts of violence), (b) images (e.g., activ-
ists posting online footage of children’s corpses showing signs of torture), and (c) sym-
bols (e.g., naming each massive Friday demonstration to convey its purpose, such as the 
“Friday of Martyrs,” “Friday of Denouncing Legitimacy,” and “Friday of Departure”). 
We contend that such cyberwars refl ect an emerging transformation in both the process 
of political activism and the accompanying propaganda eff orts in these two countries. 

 To better understand the propaganda contests taking place in Egypt and Syria, we 
must fi rst provide a brief overview of the comparative political and communication 
contexts in these countries, as well as the transformative political and communication 
landscape in the Arab world at large.      

 The Transformative Political and 
Communication Landscape in the 

Arab World 

   Since winning independence in the 1950s and 1960s, Arab states have been governed, for 
the most part, by authoritarian regimes. Prior to 1990, Arab governments mostly owned 
and strictly controlled media outlets to keep citizens uninformed and to prevent them 
from eff ectively participating in everyday governance. For many years, these authoritar-
ian and totalitarian regimes created and sustained closed societies, isolating their citizens 
from the physical presence of their fellows, and from access to multiple sources of infor-
mation, upon which they could judge the actions of their governments. Limiting or com-
pletely sealing off  an information fl ow permits regimes to propagate conspiracy theories 
that cannot easily be debunked, undermined, or dislodged, and to crack down more 
harshly on their opponents in secrecy, without external surveillance ( Sunstein  2009  ). 

 Aft er 1990,   1    the introduction of both satellite television channels and the Internet to 
the region spawned a new media revolution largely driven by youth ( Khamis and Sisler 
 2010  ). Th e monolithic, state-controlled, and government-owned media pattern yielded 
to a more pluralistic and diverse media scene (a) giving voice to individuals of diverse 
and competing political positions, (b) opening new space for vigorous political debates, 
and (c) providing opportunities for activists to refl ect and shape public opinion ( Atia 
 2006  ;  Khamis  2007 ,  2008  ;   Zelaky et al.   2006). Th ese developments paved the way for 
the emergence of the Arab citizen as an active player in the political arena and a vibrant 
actor in the communication domain simultaneously. 

 Over the past decade, as social media platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, 
and SMS or text messaging, became available, activists engaged in an unprecedented 
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peer-to-peer communication process, through which users send and receive ideas and 
images simultaneously to essentially a global audience, thus blurring the dividing lines 
between the local and the global and between media producers and consumers. Each of 
these new media tools is best suited to play a diff erent role. For example, Facebook can 
be eff ective in fi nding others with similar political views and mobilizing and planning 
protests, YouTube is well suited for citizen journalism and encouraging engagement 
in activism, and SMS messaging and Twitter enable on-the-move coordination and 
communication. Twitter has also been used for outreach to the international media 
and diasporic communities. Such widespread and easy access to these online commu-
nication tools posed new and threatening challenges to autocratic regimes and their 
censored media outlets and off ered new chances to counter the regime-orchestrated 
propaganda eff orts. 

 During the decade prior to the wave of revolts across the Arab region, autocratic 
regimes tolerated the use of social media by opposition groups and ordinary citizens 
as a “safety valve,” that is, harmless blogging, tweeting, and texting to vent their fury 
toward their regimes ( Khamis  2007 ,  2008  ;  Seib  2007  ), for at least two major reasons. 
First, regimes sought to  avoid  responding directly to citizens’ legitimate demands 
and aspirations with substantive reforms ( Seib  2007  ). Second, they aimed to  preempt  
any large-scale protesting, rebelling, and revolting by preventing “citizen-spectators” 
from becoming “citizen-activists” who might mobilize against and threaten regimes 
( Khouri  2011  ). 

 However, during the fi ve years prior to the revolts, political activists in some Arab 
countries, such as Egypt and Tunisia, had begun preparing and organizing for some 
future opportunity to revolt and overthrow their regimes. Egyptian political activists 
had invested years of eff ort in mastering planning, organizing, mobilizing, and super-
vising mass action through multiple social media platforms ( Ackerman  2011  ). Th e 
activists engaged in “cyberactivism,” defi ned as “the act of using the Internet to advance 
a political cause that is diffi  cult to advance offl  ine” ( Howard  2011  , 145). Th ey swapped 
strategies and tactics with Serbian activists who overthrew the Milosevic regime in 2000 
( Rosenberg  2011  ), activists in the Egyptian diaspora, and Tunisian activists, aft er they 
overthrew the Ben Ali regime in mid-January 2011. Th ese eff orts signaled a new era in 
which new media’s role changed from being just “safety valves” to becoming eff ective 
“mobilization tools.”     

 Egypt and Syria: The Comparative 
Political and Communication Contexts 

   In Egypt, Gamal Abdel Nasser seized control of the state in the early 1950s, following 
the so-called 1952 revolution, instituting an “authoritarian regime,” defi ned loosely as 
a largely undemocratic system that sharply restricted discussion, debate, and political 
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action by instilling fear of torture, imprisonment, and death to ensure submission and 
obedience to regime “laws” and demands ( Anderson  2011  ).   2    

 Aft er Nasser’s death in 1970, Anwar Sadat came to power. Although he eased some of 
the harsh restrictions on Egyptian media that had been imposed by Nasser, allowed the 
formation of political parties, and enabled parties to publish their own newspapers, his 
attitude toward freedom of the press was highly ambivalent. His era witnessed the arrests 
of several journalists and media fi gures and the closing down of a number of papers 
( Rugh  2004  ). Th is ambivalent attitude continued under his successor Hosni Mubarak, 
who came to power aft er Sadat’s assassination in 1981, since he also tolerated a degree 
of freedom of expression and opposition in the political and media arenas, on one hand, 
while also cracking down on opponents and arresting journalists and bloggers, on the 
other hand ( Rugh  2004  ). In brief, it could be said that the margin of freedom tolerated 
in Egypt was constantly widening and shrinking between 1952 and 2011 under the three 
successive presidents who exemplifi ed diff erent sides of the same authoritarian coin. 

 In Syria, for the past fi ve decades under the leadership of the Alawite al-Assad family, 
Syria’s totalitarian police state has tightly and brutally controlled every aspect of civil 
society. Th e most notorious and well-known example of the regime’s ruthlessness is 
the crushing of the 1982 uprising by the Muslim Brotherhood in Hama, with deaths 
estimated between 10,000 and 30,000   3    ( Slackman  2011  ). Following the death of Hafez 
al-Assad in 2000 and with the ascendance of his son, Bashar al-Assad, to the presidency, 
the Syrian regime briefl y tolerated open criticism and dissent from intellectuals and 
professionals—a season informally dubbed the “Damascus Spring.” Th ough not a pro-
test movement, the Spring spurred new political activism among these elites, which the 
regime viciously attacked and shut down in 2005 ( Alexander  2011  ). 

 Th e role of the army in each country also deserves special attention, whether it is a 
protector of the  state , rather than the regime, which refuses to shoot at citizens on behalf 
of the state, or whether it is an agent of the  regime , which sacrifi ces citizens to protect the 
regime ( Anderson  2011  ). In Egypt, the army is an agent of the  state ; in Syria, the army 
is an agent of the  regime , and the diff erence in these loyalties played out in dramatically 
diff erent ways during the uprisings in Egypt and Syria. In Egypt, the army refrained 
from harming citizens and appears to have directly hastened Mubarak’s resignation. 
However, in Syria, the army, strongly allied to the Assad family and the Alawite sect, has 
exercised lethal force against the protestors from the very fi rst day to crush the revolt. 

 It is equally important to discuss the role of the media in each country. In Egypt, from 
the early 1950s till the 2011 revolution, subsequent Egyptian leaders have exercised 
iron-fi sted control over media ownership and content, albeit to varying degrees as pre-
viously mentioned, and have used the media to disseminate local and regional propa-
ganda ( Rugh  2004  ;  Boyd  1999  ;  Mellor  2007  ). More recently, however, despite barriers, 
such as illiteracy, economic challenges, and infrastructural constraints, Internet pen-
etration in Egypt has been rapidly increasing, especially among youth (the twenty- to 
thirty-year-olds), who constitute the fastest growing population cohort in the nation, as 
well as throughout the Arab region ( Abdulla  2007  ;  Lim  2011  ). Th e Internet penetration 
rate in Egypt was 24.3 percent in 2009 (International Telecommunication Union), and 
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over fi ft y million Egyptians own cell phones, many of which are sold with the Facebook 
mobile web application ( Nelson  2011  ). 

 A few years before the 2011 revolution, a small but infl uential number of urban, 
highly educated, middle-class, primarily young Egyptian activists, coordinating and 
operating through multiple social media platforms, formed an array of loosely affi  liated 
grassroots activist networks throughout the country ( Ishani  2011  ). Th ese networks, 
which together created the conditions necessary to circulate propaganda, developed 
and deployed strategies that, compared to conventional approaches, were (a) more dif-
fuse than consolidated, (b) more divergent and adaptive than uniform, and (c) more 
interactive than monolithic. 

 Over time, these networks expanded in number, size, and location through “snow-
balling” recruitment of more and more activists, preparing a foundation for credible 
mass action suffi  cient for regime overthrow at some future, but unknown, point in 
time. Th ese Internet-savvy actors, comprising a very small proportion of the Egyptian 
population, exerted an outsized infl uence, during an extremely brief period of time 
(eighteen days), in drawing millions of ordinary Egyptian citizens into a monumental 
“grassroots revolt” that brought down the Mubarak regime. 

 In the few years prior to the 2011 revolution, Egyptian political activists specifi cally 
sought out strategies, through the utilization of new media tools, to (a) educate citizens 
to recognize their unjust social circumstances, (b) achieve consensus that the lack of 
justice must be redressed, (c) mobilize large groups of citizens into enormous street pro-
tests to demand their rights and exercise their public will ( Salmon, Fernandez, and Post 
 2010  ), (d) achieve and maintain discipline during protests to respond to police brutal-
ity with nonviolence, and (e) inform the international community about the regimes’ 
debasing and suppression of ordinary Egyptian citizens. 

 By 2008, activist groups had successfully coordinated and operated complex and 
sophisticated virtual and street activist networks in tandem. For example, leaders of 
the Egyptian “April 6 movement,” an opposition group comprised of young tech-savvy 
activists who staged its fi rst massive labor strike on April 6, 2008, in el-Mahalla el-Kubra, 
used cell phones, blogs, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube to organize meetings and pro-
tests, document police brutality, and obtain legal representation for members arrested 
by security forces ( Ishani  2011  ;  Nelson  2011  ). 

 Moreover, activists’ capabilities to orchestrate and synchronize such integrated 
online/offl  ine activities enabled cells of activists to array and disperse themselves 
physically to evade disruptions and crackdowns by military and security forces. Th eir 
increasing skills in organizing and mobilizing citizens increased sharply between 2008 
and 2010, such that they had fully prepared to launch an immense set of demonstra-
tions during Egypt’s annual “Police Day” on January 25, 2011, months before watch-
ing Tunisia’s citizens overthrow the Ben Ali regime ( Baker  2011  ), catching the Mubarak 
regime completely off  guard. 

 In the case of Syria, the government owns all media outlets and exercises vastly more 
strict control over the media compared to Egypt, banning criticism of the president and 
his family; and censoring both domestic and foreign press ( Bazzell  2011  ;  BBC  2011  ) and 
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the Internet.   4    Although young Syrians have vented their anger and resentment in the 
blogosphere, the Syrian regime has always severely censored Internet access, blocked 
access to global websites and social media (especially Facebook and YouTube), and 
monitored bloggers, who face intimidation, arrest, and torture ( Preston  2011  ), all of 
which have sharply limited the diff using of Internet access and utilization ( Institute for 
War and Peace Reporting  2010  ). 

 Th e decades-long, unremitting, deep-seated repression by the al-Assad regime pre-
vented Syrian activists from collaborating, whether in virtual space or in person, to 
develop expertise with new media technologies to the degree achieved by Egyptian politi-
cal activists and denied them the opportunity to experiment with planning, organizing, 
preparing, and managing massive nonviolent protests against the regime. During the fi rst 
three months of the  Syrian uprisings (March to June  2011 ) , activists and ordinary citizens 
inside the country, risking their lives, could muster little more than to produce a few video 
recordings of protests and of the disproportionate violent responses by the army and secu-
rity forces against activists and others not participating in any protests. Gradually, however, 
Syrian political activists in the diaspora smuggled cell phones, cameras, and laptops into 
Syria for documenting protests and violence. By July 2011, a steady fl ow of videos started 
to leak outside the country for global distribution, whether online through YouTube or 
through broadcasting on satellite television channels, especially Al Jazeera ( Preston  2011  ). 

 According to Syrian political activist and opponent Radwan Ziadeh,   5    Syrian activ-
ists received help and training from the regime’s opponents in the diaspora through 
online workshops via Skype. Many international bloggers devoted a special day, June 24, 
2011, to show their support for, and solidarity with, the Syrian people. Syrian opposition 
movements held meetings in Turkey and hundreds of Syrian political activists, unable 
to attend in person, participated through video conferencing or live chatting, using new 
Internet-based applications, such as Skype or Yahoo Messenger. Th ey were also inspired 
by, and able to learn from, the experiences of their fellow Tunisian and Egyptian protes-
tors. Much like their Egyptian counterparts, these loose networks of activists in Syria 
created the conditions necessary to circulate propaganda. 

 Aft er providing this overview of the most important transformations in the politi-
cal and communication landscape in the Arab world, in general, and the comparative 
political and communication contexts in Egypt and Syria, in particular, we now shift  our 
attention to how the propaganda cyberwars revealed themselves in each of these coun-
tries through diff erent manifestations.     

 Propaganda “Cyberwars” in Egypt and 
Syria: Narratives, Images, and Symbols 

   We defi ne cyberwar as the “contestation in cyberspace among regime sympathizers, 
governments, and opposition movements” ( Noman  2011  ). In this online war, regimes 

22_Castronovo_CH22.indd   42422_Castronovo_CH22.indd   424 9/30/2013   4:57:10 PM9/30/2013   4:57:10 PM



propaganda in egypt and syria’s “cyberwars”  425

disseminate propaganda through both state-owned and controlled media, and more 
recently through new social media. Regime opponents counter spatial and temporal 
impacts of regime misinformation by transmitting images and other evidence over the 
Internet and through satellite television channels. We provide examples below of the 
propaganda eff orts exercised by regimes and their opponents in both Egypt and Syria. 

 On January 28, 2011, in a desperate eff ort to halt public revolt, the Egyptian regime 
“fl ipped the ‘Kill Switch,’ ” thus shutting down the entire country’s mobile phone ser-
vices and the Internet for an entire week ( Ishani  2011  ). However, young activists adapted 
their online/offl  ine maneuvers in two critically important ways. First, they continued 
operating in virtual space without Internet access, albeit with less effi  ciency, by sending 
and receiving instructions, news, and images using Twitter’s “Speak to Tweet” service, 
which converts spoken words into Twitter text messages to be distributed globally, as 
well as by accessing foreign Internet service providers on older dial-up modems and 
satellite modems. Second, to compensate for degraded online coordination, activists 
met at Cairo’s Tahrir Square, and in other city centers, to further organize, plan, rally, 
encourage, and direct their street networks toward achieving the next sets of protest 
goals ( Khamis and Vaughn  2011  ). 

 Interestingly, although the Syrian regime has also resorted to shutting down the 
Internet in an attempt to halt the protests, it acquired a better learning curve through 
learning from the mistakes of its Egyptian counterpart, thus shutting down the Internet 
only on Fridays, weekends, and holidays, when protests and demonstrations are most 
likely to take place, but not during weekdays, in order to avoid grave economic losses 
like those incurred by the Egyptian government. Likewise, Syrian citizens also acquired 
an enhanced learning curve and found ways to get around the governmental restrictions 
and obstacles to communication, such as shutting down the Internet or slowing down its 
speed. For example, Syrian activists disseminated video evidence indicating that some 
Syrian security forces were killed by superiors for refusing to shoot at innocent citizens 
(Beach 2011). Oula Alrifai, a Syrian activist, reported that along Syria’s borders, activ-
ists bypass Syrian Internet servers, which are frequently slow or unavailable, and access 
servers of neighboring countries, especially Turkey and Jordan ( Saletan  2011  ). 

 Also, in the Syrian context, the “Syrian Electronic Army (SEA),” a regime-supported 
computer-attack team, has been combating anti-regime messages in multiple ways. 
For example, the SEA has been (a) hacking, disrupting, defacing, and shutting down 
Syrian opposition websites and Western websites; (b) spamming popular Syrian opposi-
tion Facebook pages with pro-regime comments; (c) launching their own propaganda 
Facebook pages disguised and concealed under fake identities ( Noman  2011  ); and 
(d) uploading videos of fabricated scenes to YouTube to discredit protestors and foreign 
media, such as “authorities seizing drugs in bags branded with the Al-Jazeera logo alleg-
edly distributed to citizens by Al-Jazeera journalists” ( Libre  2011  ). 

 To further thwart the protestors’ online activities, the Syrian government has been 
extracting IP addresses from user accounts to locate and arrest activists. Upon threats 
of torture, arrestees have provided their social media accounts’ usernames and pass-
words to the security forces, which then disable these accounts, post pro-regime 
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misinformation, and infi ltrate offl  ine activist networks. Th ese activities reveal some of 
the dangers of Internet activism, especially through using popular online platforms, 
such as Facebook, which “may be eff ective if the regime that you are campaigning 
against is insuffi  ciently ruthless or powerful. If you win quickly, Facebook is the right 
tool to use. If not, it becomes much more dangerous” ( Preston  2011  ). Th is danger stems 
from the ease of revealing online identities, following digital activists, and hacking into 
their Facebook accounts. 

 Over many decades, the Egyptian and Syrian regimes have instilled fear in their 
citizens with conventional propaganda tactics, including the leaking and distribu-
tion of videos of citizens being tortured, abused, and humiliated by security forces. 
Furthermore, during the 2011 uprising in Syria, victims of police violence, some of 
whom had been killed, including children and teenagers, were given back to their fami-
lies by security forces, their bodies bearing the marks of severe torture and abuse as a 
barely veiled warning to both current and would-be protestors that, by demonstrating, 
they would be shown no mercy. Images and videos of these victims were uploaded to the 
Internet by activists. Instead of quelling unrest, these images provoked outrage, draw-
ing more ordinary citizens into defying the regime and calling for its removal ( Seierstad 
 2011  ). In Syria, state-owned media outlets also relentlessly spread rumors about “armed 
gangs” and “criminals” on the loose terrorizing, beating, and killing citizens, while, in 
fact, these were no more than “thugs” and “agents” whom the regime hired and paid. Th e 
very same tactic was used in Egypt. 

 Egyptian activists posted footage and photos on social media sites, which satellite 
television stations, such as Al Jazeera, BBC, and CNN ( Ishani  2011  ), picked up, of enor-
mous demonstrations taking place in urban centers throughout the country (e.g., Cairo, 
Alexandria, Suez, Port Said), and at which the army exercised restraint, to reassure and 
persuade citizens of the justness and probable success of their revolt. Th e media cover-
age of these massive demonstrations was important for a number of reasons. First, the 
sheer size of these enormous gatherings conferred credibility to the activists’ capacities 
to recruit and marshal millions of citizens to confront the regime. Second, the number 
of citizens participating in mass demonstrations dwarfed the size and power of both 
the security forces and the army, which increased the chances that the latter would back 
down and/or not fi re on protestors, a sign that protesting could be ultimately successful 
in changing the regime. Th ird, the demonstrations elicited and materialized a collec-
tive understanding among citizens that their “neighbors” shared their opinions of the 
regime—in other words, that those neighbors knew that they felt similarly about the 
regime, that their neighbors knew that they knew, and that they could all join together 
on the street and “lose their fear and share in the revolution” ( Osama  2011  ). Fourth, 
factions representing diff erent cultural, religious, ethnic, and politico-economic back-
grounds conceded that they, too, shared a common aim of self-determination, respect of 
human dignity, social and legal justice, and opportunities to participate in governance. 
Th ese factors compel us to consider the eff ectiveness of propaganda eff orts when they 
succeed to create this sense of unity of cause, shared understanding, and common mis-
sion among the propagandized. 
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 In contrast to the Egyptian case, some plausible reasons account for Syrian activists’ 
and ordinary citizens’ inability to achieve a quick nonviolent change in the regime’s rela-
tionship with its citizens, or to lead to its fast overthrow, as in the case of Egypt. As Syrian 
political activist Radwan Ziadeh explains:

  Th e model of Tahrir Square, with over a million people gathered in one place 
protesting, chanting, striking, and even sleeping for many days in the same 
place . . . could not be replicated in Syria, due to the military checkpoints, which 
[prevent people from assembling] . . . and the brutality of the army and the police 
apparatuses that use maximum force against citizens.   6     

Moreover, the Syrian police state’s practice of suppressing public criticism and protest 
with violent force demonstrates that “virtual social networks” cannot, in and of them-
selves, substitute for massive organized “street networks” with a clear plan and disci-
plined action to eff ect regime change. Online activism most likely acts as a catalyst that 
accelerates the impact of protests, but it cannot overcome a police state’s forceful preven-
tion of mass assembly at key material locales, such as the country’s capital (Damascus), 
its business hub (Aleppo), and other cities and towns. 

 Nevertheless, the Syrian citizenry has achieved extraordinary victories, includ-
ing (a) large protests in many urban and rural settings, despite “shoot-to-kill” orders 
from the al-Assad regime; (b) exportation of an increasing number of citizen-produced 
photos and footage of mass protests and regime murders to a global audience ( Caldwell 
 2011  ;  Somaskanda  2011  ); (c) rejection of regime propaganda calling for amnesty, dia-
logue, and reconciliation; and (d) sharp rebukes from some of Syria’s international allies 
(e.g., Turkey and Qatar) ( Asharq Al-Awsat  2011  ). 

 Activists and citizens in both Egypt and Syria spontaneously designated each Friday 
as a “symbolic resistance day,” where huge numbers of protestors, who congregated at 
mosques for weekly prayers, could swift ly assemble in the public squares over the week-
end holiday to stage massive demonstrations and protests calling for political reform. 
In Egypt, activists assigned names for each Friday event conveying the theme and pur-
pose of a particular week’s demonstration, beginning with the “Day of Rage” on January 
25, 2011, kicking off  the eighteen-day uprising culminating in Mubarak’s resignation 
on February 11, 2011. Subsequent names included the “Friday of Anger,” the “Friday of 
Resilience,” and the “Friday of Martyrs.” 

 Likewise, in Syria, activists assigned names, beginning with the “Day of Rage” on 
February 5, 2011, modeled aft er Egypt’s fi rst protest ( Yehoshua  2011  ), and kicking 
off  protests met by regime violence up to the time of this writing. Subsequent names 
included the “Friday of Denouncing Legitimacy,” the “Friday of Departure [of Bashar 
al-Assad],” and the “Aleppo Volcanic Day” ( Ghattas  2011  ). 

 Activists in both Egypt and Syria also used visual images of victims as symbols, or 
“the face” of uprisings, such as the young Egyptian businessman Khalid Said (beaten 
to death by the police for exposing their corrupt practices in a video he uploaded to 
YouTube) and the Syrian thirteen-year-old Hamza al-Khateeb (tortured and mur-
dered by police for protesting). Such “iconic symbols of martyrdom” evoked intense 
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emotional reactions, especially horror, outrage, disgust, and revulsion that political 
activists exploited as powerful cyberwar tools, to arouse and provoke citizens to protest, 
defy, reject, and ultimately revolt against their regimes. 

 Syrian activists further incited citizens to rise up against the al-Assad regime, by 
appropriating a fi lm of Hamza’s mutilated corpse made by his family members, dubbing 
the fi lm with a somber voice, “narrating, as the camera pans slowly over the boy’s swol-
len and disfi gured corpse as it lies on a plastic sheet, that he was ‘the latest martyr of free-
dom. . . . He was taken alive and killed because he called for freedom’ ” ( Stack  2011  ). Th is 
video of Hamza, posted by activists on YouTube, circulated rapidly to other Internet 
sites and satellite television channels and spurred other citizens, at great personal risk, 
to upload an accelerating number of videos to YouTube showing protestors in the streets 
bearing signs with such slogans as “We are all Hamza al-Khateeb” ( Stack  2011  ), echoing 
Egypt’s “We Are All Khalid Said,” further infl aming citizens’ wrath against the al-Assad 
regime, and their calls for its overthrow. 

 Activists in Egypt uploaded a now-famous image of a young Egyptian man placing 
his bare body directly in front of an armed police vehicle to prevent its reaching Tahrir 
Square to attack his fellow protestors. Others posted videos of unarmed Egyptian citi-
zens surrounding the Egyptian Museum to prevent theft  and damage of antiquities and 
celebrating the Egyptian army’s restraint with images of people kissing soldiers, handing 
them fl owers, or climbing upon military tanks for group photographs. 

 In Egypt, activists and ordinary citizens composed protest songs appealing to 
national pride and quests for social justice, performed them in public, and uploaded 
them to YouTube and other video-sharing sites. Cairo’s Tahrir Square became not only a 
locus of political activism and patriotism, but also a locus of artistic expression and cre-
ativity: live rock-and-roll and rap songs, slogans chanted, poems recited, all emphasiz-
ing commitment to nonviolent protest and refl ecting the protestors’ youthful, peaceful 
spirit. 

 Both Syrian and Egyptian activists uploaded footage and photographs of protestors 
defacing or destroying the propagandistic images of their respective dictators. For exam-
ple, Egyptian protestors in Cairo’s Tahrir Square threw shoes at live images of Mubarak 
projected against large buildings in public squares during his infamous February 10, 
2011, speech, in which he refused to step down. For generations across the Arab region, 
throwing shoes expresses profound contempt, insult, and resistance. Likewise, Syrian 
protestors threw shoes at live images of Bashar al-Assad, aft er he gave his June 20, 2011, 
speech, in which he promised reform and dialogue with opposition groups, while esca-
lating violent crackdowns on opponents throughout the country. 

 Th e Egyptian and Syrian regimes and protestors have been fi ghting propaganda wars 
through offi  cial, state-controlled media, and popular, new media, respectively, using a 
surprising variety of tools and tactics. Th e regimes have blanketed internal and external 
audiences with (a) their single-minded pursuit of political reform; (b) denying upris-
ings actually occurring and regime violence; (c) shift ing blame for injuries and deaths, 
especially of children, from the regime to its citizens; (d)  delegitimizing protestors; 
(e) off ering dialogue and concessions while continuing all-out assaults against citizens; 
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and (f) concocting conspiracy theories about foreign intervention to distract and defl ect 
condemnation from both citizens and the international community. 

 A good example of the “fact twisting” approach adopted by the regimes in their pro-
paganda wars is Bashar al-Assad’s speech to the Syrian nation on June 20, 2011, in which 
he stated that “[c] redibility . . . has been the foundation of my relationship with the 
Syrian people; a relationship built on deeds, rather than words,” contending that he, not 
the protestors, demanded reforms in the country’s political system and that he, not the 
protestors, had earned public trust to achieve these aims. He also stated that he delayed 
giving this speech, so that it would not be exploited as a “platform for propaganda” 
( al-Assad  2011  ). 

 In the same speech, al-Assad accused activists, protestors, and ordinary citizens of 
being saboteurs and conspirators, “people who are well paid to carry out video cam-
eras, fi lm and collaborate with the media. Some are paying money for those to par-
ticipate in demonstrations and to do the video fi lming” ( al-Assad  2011  ). He added that 
“peaceful demonstrations were used as a pretext under which armed men took cover.” 
Syrian offi  cials have been accusing manufactured “external elements” that are “paid 
[by] some people inside the country” to sow “chaos” and “unrest” through the coun-
try and who represented an “unlawful minority that was serving a foreign agenda” as 
“agents” and “traitors,” “conspiring against their country’s best interest and welfare” 
( al-Assad  2011  ). 

 Both the Egyptian and Syrian regimes broadcasted propagandistic denials of regime 
violence through their strictly controlled, state-run media outlets, especially television. 
In Egypt, for example, while Al Jazeera broadcasted live coverage 24/7 at urban cen-
ters across the country of protestors being hit, tear-gassed, or shot at in Tahrir Square, 
Egypt’s state-owned, national television simultaneously broadcasted idyllic images of 
the calm and beautiful Nile. Such a feeble cover-up attempt to distract citizens from the 
protest narrative weakened the regime’s standing and eroded its credibility, as well as the 
credibility of its media outlets, both locally and internationally. 

 In a similar attempt to defl ect attention away from protests and to halt online political 
activism, while the Syrian police shot and killed protestors, the Syrian intelligence appa-
ratus set up Twitter robot accounts with links to pictures of tranquil and sublime Syrian 
landscapes to crowd out opposition reports of real-time protests and violence ( Libre 
 2011  ). Th is “Lovely Syria” Twitter campaign, as it came to be known, was halted by the 
Syrian opponents and online activists, many of whom complained to Twitter about it, 
until it was stopped, in what was considered to be a victory for the Syrian online activists 
and regime opponents ( York  2011  ). 

 Ironically, a top offi  cial in Syria’s Ministry of Information appeared on Al Jazeera in 
May 2011, attempting to shift  responsibility for children’s deaths, such as the Hamza, to 
their parents, away from regime security forces or the army, declaring that “the Syrian 
regime is deeply concerned about the safety and well-being of children. It is terribly 
wrong for parents to endanger their children and to put them in harm’s way by mak-
ing them join protests and demonstrations, when they should be at home watching 
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cartoons” ( Malik, Black, and Hassan  2011  ). Th is assertion severely strained credulity, 
leading citizens to mock and deride the regime for treating them like naïve fools. 

 When denying the existence of an uprising in Syria failed, the al-Assad regime then 
tried to delegitimize protestors, calling them, for example, “thugs” and members of 
“armed terrorist or criminal gangs” who murdered soldiers and police, while simultane-
ously accusing Al Jazeera and other satellite news channels of “peddling propaganda” 
about the justness of the uprisings and international condemnation of the regime’s vio-
lent responses ( Malik, Black, and Hassan  2011  ). 

 In Egypt, the Mubarak regime forced Vodafone, one of the country’s major cell phone 
service providers, to disseminate preposterous, pro-regime-scripted text messages 
( AP  2011  ), such as “Yes to Stability,” “Protect Egypt,” and “Let’s Work Together Against 
Unrest.” Likewise, the Syrian regime sent a mass text message: “People are setting them-
selves on fi re to replace their leaders. We will set the world, ourselves, and our children 
on fi re so that President Assad will stay” ( Mozes  2011  ). 

 In such tightly controlled political environments, citizen journalists can function as 
a proxy “free press” who can uncover and dispute falsehoods and misinformation and 
force regimes to be more accountable to their citizens and to the international commu-
nity at large (Pintak 2011). For example, activists challenged claims made on Egyptian 
television news programs that attendance at Cairo’s Tahrir Square demonstrations never 
exceeded several hundred by uploading footage of the protests to the Internet, verify-
ing the presence of several hundred thousand people. Alerted by citizen videos, satel-
lite television stations with an international audience, especially Al Jazeera English, sent 
large journalist teams throughout all of Egypt to broadcast live around the clock. With 
the “whole world watching,” the Mubarak regime’s preposterous claims, such as that 
Tahrir Square was under “control . . . by the Muslim Brotherhood and that each protester 
in Tahrir got one KFC meal and €50 a day to stay and sit-in” ( Osama  2011  ) could not 
enjoy any credibility. 

 Regimes that have enjoyed exclusive state control over the media can no longer rely 
on conventional propaganda tactics because access to the Internet has opened fl ows of 
information, increasing the chances that the regime’s messages will not only be exposed, 
contradicted, and discredited, but may also backfi re, inviting increased popular resis-
tance (Pintak 2011). 

 For example, in Egypt, the Mubarak regime’s Internet and mobile phone service 
blackout prompted ordinary Egyptian citizens, who, without news of their fami-
lies and friends, began fearing imminent massacres by the security forces, to quickly 
leave their homes and surge into the streets and the city squares to protect each other 
( Maaty  2011  ). Communication cutoff s also insulted many Egyptian citizens, who, 
as Adel Iskander, adjunct faculty in Georgetown University, explains, “became more 
determined [to revolt], because they refused the government’s attempt to ‘infantilize’ 
them. Th eir message to the regime was ‘Egypt can’t be blocked and its people can’t be 
unplugged.’ ”      7    

 In the post-revolutionary phase in Egypt,   8    political activists continue to plan, orga-
nize, and supervise massive demonstrations in Tahrir Square and elsewhere in Egypt, to 
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express anger and impatience to the interim military government, the Supreme Council 
of the Armed Forces (SCAF), at what they perceived to be SCAF’s excessively slow 
implementation of its promises made to protestors in February 2011. By doing so, they 
constantly remind SCAF that it is accountable to the citizens. Th ese continued material 
shows of force, continuously documented by video recordings disseminated through 
social media platforms, refl ect the essential importance of massing together in person to 
send the message about who holds ultimate power and who is in charge of national deci-
sion making—unelected elites or citizens ( Ackerman  2011  ;  Strasser  2011  ). 

 Th e clashes in Tahrir Square in July 2011 between the families of the martyrs, who 
were frustrated by the slow process of bringing those responsible for their loved ones’ 
deaths to justice and taking the necessary measures to compensate them, and the 
security forces that used tear gas, violence, and arrests against them, were posted on 
Facebook, tweeted, and uploaded on YouTube by Egyptian political activists. As a result 
of these continuous pressures, both online and offl  ine, the people-selected Egyptian 
Prime Minister, Essam Sharaf, responded to the protestors’ demands by dismissing 
all the security force offi  cers accused of killing protestors during the 2011 revolution 
( Amer  2011  ). Th is is one of many examples proving the continuity of both cyberactiv-
ism and street activism in post-revolutionary Egypt.     

 Concluding Remarks: Re-Envisioning 
Propaganda in the Internet Age 

   Within a high-velocity Arab regional sociopolitical environment, Egyptian and Syrian 
regimes and political activists have been using various media platforms to propagate, 
back and forth, persuasive messages whose content they constantly adapted, on the fl y, 
to meet rapid and unanticipated demands in their grand contests over who would wield 
power and govern. In their cyberwars, regimes and their opponents have been pitting 
their competing narratives, images, and symbols to win the allegiance and/or prevent 
the defection of leaders and ordinary citizens. 

 In the seesaw battles between the rulers and the ruled that have been taking place in 
the Arab world since December 2010, balances of both political power and media power 
have been shift ing relentlessly and unpredictably. From our observations of fast-moving 
events in Egypt and Syria, occurring within a brief, six-month time interval up to the 
time of this writing, we believe that relationships between message senders (or the pro-
pagandists) and message receivers (or the propagandized) require reconceptualization. 

 We propose that during the Egyptian and Syrian uprisings, grassroots political cyber-
activists developed and deployed new forms of  grassroots propaganda  via multiple social 
media platforms for planning, organizing, inspiring, persuading, motivating, and sus-
taining massive eff orts to remake societies, while protecting (or minimizing) infringe-
ment of each person’s basic right to self-determination, freedom of expression, and 

22_Castronovo_CH22.indd   43122_Castronovo_CH22.indd   431 9/30/2013   4:57:11 PM9/30/2013   4:57:11 PM



432   sahar khamis, paul b. gold, and katherine vaughn

respect of individual dignity. Th ese innovations may help resolve “democracy’s discur-
sive dilemma” of “how a society aspiring to democracy may balance the right to per-
suade with the right of the public to free choice” ( Sproule  1997  , 271). 

 Grassroots propaganda, a bottom-up, decentralized, many-to-many, two-way inter-
active process, dissolves barriers between information producers and consumers. It con-
trasts sharply with conventional, top-down, centralized, few-to-many non-interactive 
propaganda, in which “propagandists” (or “masters”), representing authoritarian 
regimes, constrain and shape how citizens think, feel, and act. Th e decentralization 
and diff usion of knowledge resulting from this new process ultimately led to a parallel 
decentralization and diff usion of power in favor of ordinary citizens. 

 Th is process of grassroots propaganda has both political and communication impli-
cations alike, since it compels us to reevaluate the “powerful eff ects media models,” 
which views propaganda as “a magic bullet” or “hypodermic needle” by means of which 
opinions and behavior could easily be controlled ( Welch  2003  , xviii), operating under 
fl awed assumptions that average citizens passively receive media messages and pas-
sively “react” to them. In contrast, we argue that the proactive, courageous behavior of 
Egyptian and Syrian protestors in the streets, captured in multiple media formats and 
disseminated through multiple media pathways, demands that we conceptualize aver-
age citizens’ capacities to mindfully initiate and force sociopolitical change onto author-
itarian regimes as quite potent under “favorable” circumstances. 

 Th is newly evolving form of grassroots propaganda in the Arab world is made possi-
ble through the semi-structured, semi-leaderless,   9    grassroots nature of these new waves 
of political change. For example, the Egyptian revolution has been characterized by its 
youthful, peaceful, across-the-board, grassroots nature, since “those participating in the 
protests in Tahrir square included Muslim Brotherhood, youth, and a wide coalition 
of workers and ordinary people” ( Lynch  2011  ), Muslims and Christians, and men and 
women of diff erent socio-economic ranks. “Th e new political environment is drawing 
new actors into the political realm, engaging mass publics in active debates about the 
basic principles of Egyptian political order, and changing long-existing political move-
ments” ( Lynch  2011  ). 

 In the current so-called Internet age, grassroots propaganda holds potential to liber-
ate persons living under extremely repressive regimes from what Jacques Ellul describes 
as the enslaving eff ects of propaganda that “do not aim to elevate man, but to make him 
 serve  . . . and in so doing places itself on a very low level with regard to what it wants 
man to do and to what end” (  1971  , 38). We speculate that grassroots propaganda, devel-
oped and disseminated by political activists using emerging new media technologies, 
will provide average citizens with [more] choices of information sources, upon which 
he/she can make decisions that “elevate” him/her from the status of “servant” to that of 
“freedom-fi ghter,” and from the rank of “passive receiver” to that of “active producer.” 

 Propagandists traditionally wield maximum powers of persuasion under totalitarian 
regimes, because, as Ellul states, for propaganda to be most eff ective, it must be “total—it 
must infi ltrate every aspect of the person’s life, using every possible tool or medium; it 
cannot leave  any  segment of opinion outside its sphere; it can not tolerate any sort of 
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independence” (1971, 12). It also must disempower people by misinforming them, thus 
making them more easily  propagandized . 

 Regime opponents, using new social media, can now more eff ectively challenge 
any regime’s uncontested control over top-down information fl ow and its blockade of 
bottom-up messages seeking to discredit the regime’s messaging. In Egypt, for exam-
ple, many social media messages, images, and reports are repackaged, reproduced, and 
recycled on a massive scale, reaching citizens who rely on satellite television channels 
as their primary sources of current events and who are estimated at around 84 percent 
of Egyptians ( International Republican Institute  2011  ). A similar pattern is witnessed 
in Syria. 

 Th is proliferation of media increases both the visibility and accountability of ruling 
regimes, exposing their brutal acts and atrocities to audiences, whether local, national, 
regional, and/or global, and depriving them of their “privacy” or “secrecy” with imme-
diate, diff use, inexpensive, and anonymously sourced information. 

 As the propaganda cyberwars fought by the regimes and their opponents in both 
Egypt and Syria have unfolded over time, a number of tentative observations could be 
made on the relative impact of political activists’ grassroots propaganda, circulated over 
Internet-based social media, versus conventional “state-craft ed” propaganda, distrib-
uted through traditional media, based on how diff erent actors deployed their tools and 
tactics. 

 First, for decades citizens have viewed the Egyptian and Syrian autocratic regimes 
as corrupt, unjust destroyers of personal dignity. Th is awareness made the propaganda 
eff orts of these regimes more diffi  cult because the role of propaganda is to “confi rm,” 
rather than “convert,” the target audience’s views, and it is “most eff ective when the mes-
sage is in line with existing opinions and beliefs” ( Welch  2003  , xviii). Th e regimes’ eff orts 
were further complicated in recent years, as citizen journalists’ use of social media and 
unrelenting exposure of these regimes’ corruption and brutality easily debunked their 
propaganda eff orts and further undermined their legitimacy. 

 Second, these regimes have misread their citizens’ long-standing resentments and 
aspirations for justice and self-determination. Th is misreading was made clear dur-
ing the uprisings by the ineff ective, and even insulting and/or backfi ring, propaganda 
eff orts of the regimes because, ideally, propagandists should tailor their messages to be 
relevant to current and emerging sociopolitical and media contexts by reassessing the 
target audience ( Welch  2003  , xix). Or as Ellul puts it, “direct propaganda” cannot be 
“eff ective without pre-propaganda” (Ellul 1971, 15), by which propagandists fi eld-test 
their messages, selecting those with maximum persuasive eff ect. Th e fact that these 
regimes were ignorant about their target audiences’ true needs and demands, coupled 
with the fact that they were taken by surprise by both the timing and the scale and mag-
nitude of protests, certainly decreased the eff ectiveness of their propaganda eff orts. 

 Th ird, the Egyptian and Syrian regimes’ conspiracy theory–driven, heavy propaganda 
strategies and tactics have consisted of too many improbable explanations, falsehoods, 
and fabrications to persuade, convince, and otherwise sway increasingly well-informed 
and skeptical citizenries about regime intentions and actions. Blaming internal unrest 
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on external conspiratorial threats, or claiming that violence against visibly unarmed 
civilians was necessary because these persons were masquerading as peaceful demon-
strators, falls short in meeting an adequate grain-of-truth threshold typical of eff ective 
propaganda ( Sunstein  2009  ;  Welch  2003  , xx). Because “all propaganda that makes false 
promises turns against the propagandist” ( Ellul  1971  , 22), these regimes could not win 
the propaganda contest, online or offl  ine, due to the ease of exposing their lies and fab-
rications, especially given the speed and scale of gathering and disseminating informa-
tion that is guaranteed by the new information revolution. 

 Fourth, political activists, especially in Egypt, invested years of painstaking eff ort 
to develop and coordinate their virtual social media networks tightly with their street 
networks as they planned, organized, and mobilized for massive demonstrations. Th ey 
showed how eff ective propaganda requires excellent organization on the ground, not 
just in the media, since it needs to be “rooted in action, in a reality that is part of it” (Ellul 
1971, 21). Th e Mubarak regime either ignored or underestimated the growth threats 
posed by political activists in contrast to the regime, and when caught off  guard on 
“Police Day,” the regime lacked capacities to counter the mass uprisings. 

 Fift h, unlike propaganda campaigns aimed at external enemies, such as the Nazi pro-
paganda against Jews, for example, which dehumanized classes of ordinary citizens as 
the so-called Distant Other, the Egyptian and Syrian regimes identifi ed their own citi-
zens as the “enemies within the state” to be “propagandized” against, a self-defeating 
strategy that unsurprisingly led to backfi ring results. 

 Sixth, the young political activists’ propaganda eff orts appeared to be proactive, con-
stant, coordinated, unifi ed, strategic, adaptive, imaginative, creative, and goal-directed 
in contrast to the regimes’ propagandistic undertakings, which seemed to be reactive, 
sporadic, disorganized, infl exible, inconsistent, slow, stale, and frequently implau-
sible. Th e activists’ propaganda made the regimes’ eff orts even less eff ective because it 
facilitated the audience’s ability to question the assumptions of the regime’s propaganda 
( Sunstein  2009  ), which helps to build “resistance” or “immunity” to it ( Welch  2003,   xx). 
Th is is consistent with Ellul’s view that “propaganda must be continuous and lasting” in 
order to be eff ective, since “continuous propaganda exceeds the individual’s capacities 
for attention or adaptation and thus his capabilities of resistance” (  1971  , 18). 

 What is most striking about this new wave of grassroots propaganda, which is cen-
tered around the process of mobilizing, organizing, and galvanizing the public will of 
average citizens, rather than rotating around a “person” or a charismatic leader, is tilting 
the balance, both in the communication and political contests, in favor of the citizen, 
rather than the regime. Th e irony is that, although these authoritarian and totalitarian 
regimes have combined their suppression of the masses on the streets with the suppres-
sion of the truth through their state-controlled media systems, their propagandistic 
endeavors have been largely unsuccessful and ineff ective thanks to the existence of new 
tools and tactics in the hands of citizen journalists and political activists. 

 Th e wave of political and communication upheaval in the Arab world, therefore, 
could be said to refl ect the “interaction among indigenous actors that now include the 
once-vanished but now reinvigorated protagonist in the saga of statehood:  the Arab 
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citizen” ( Khouri  2011  ). Th is rebirth signals a new era in which “Arab citizens are now 
players in [the] process of [political change], having been mostly idle bystanders in the 
past four generations” (ibid.). Th ere is no doubt that the political drama in the Arab 
region, and its related communicative dimensions, as evidenced in the heated cyber-
wars in both Egypt and Syria, has reinvigorated the Arab citizen, not only as a  protago-
nist , but also as a  propagandist.     

      Notes   

       1  .  With the Gulf war of 1990, CNN started broadcasting the coverage of the war free of 
charge, for the fi rst time, in the Arab region, thus exposing the Arab audience, which had 
been receiving only state-controlled media coverage, to a diff erent form of news reporting 
and fi eld journalism. Th is so-called CNN eff ect was followed by the introduction of Al 
Jazeera satellite television channel in 1996, signaling a new era of live television journalism, 
pan-Arabism, and investigative reporting.   

       2  .  Compared to Syria, Egypt has a larger population (85 million), a more robust technology 
industry, a larger economy, and closer ties to the West, especially the United States.   

       3  .  It is worth noting that what happened in Hama in 1982 cannot be repeated in 2011, since the 
whole world is now watching, thanks to the accelerated fl ow of news, the massive numbers 
of videos getting out, and the American and French ambassadors’ visits to show their 
countries’ support for the Syrian demonstrators and their just cause.   

       4  .  In  2009 , Internet penetration in Syria was 20.4 percent ( International Telecommunication 
Union  2011  ).   

       5  .  Personal communication, June 24, 2011.   
       6  .  Ibid.   
       7  .  Personal communication, April 24, 2011.   
       8  .  At the time of this writing, the post-revolutionary phase was applicable in the case of Egypt, 

but not Syria.   
       9  .  Many writers and critics refer to the wave of political upheaval in the Arab world as 

comprising “leaderless revolutions.” We argue that this is an inaccurate description, taking 
into account the fact that many of these revolutions have been in the making for years, 
thanks to the eff orts of many “invisible” leaders, who were mostly young, politically active, 
and Internet-savvy men and women.           
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