Propaganda

1 of 8

http://www.physics.smu.edu/pseudo/Propaganda/

\

Propaganda
"Propaganda becomes ineﬀective the moment we are aware of it"
--Joseph Goebbels (1897-1945)
"If consumers are aware that they are being propagandized, the choice to accept or
reject the message is theirs alone."
--Jowett & O'Donnell, p154
"Good propaganda must keep well ahead of actual political events. It must act as a
pacemaker to policy and mould public opinion, without appearing to do so."
--General Erich Ludendorﬀ (1865-1937) (from Lasswell)
"The ﬁrst casualty during war is truth"
--Attributed as old saying (Jowett & O'Donnell, p.10)
"The rank and ﬁle and more primitive than we imagine. Propaganda must therefore
always be essentially simple and repetitious. In the long run only he will achieve basic
results in inﬂuencing public opinion who is able to reduce problems to the simplest
terms and who has the courage to keep forever repeating them in this simpliﬁed form
despite the objections of intellectuals."
--Joseph Goebbels (from P&A)
"The receptivity of the great masses is very limited, their intelligence is small, but
their power of forgetting is enormous. In consequence of these facts, all eﬀective
propaganda must be limited to a very few points and must harp on these slogans until
the last member of the public understands what you want him to understand by your
slogan."
--Adolf Hitler (Mein Kampf Vol. 1 Ch. VI)

What is Propaganda?
Propaganda is a message which attempts to alter public perceptions and/or induce
action. It serves some speciﬁc agenda. Propaganda can appear in any form or medium
and may or may not be obvious as propaganda. Its actual source may not be obvious.
Not all propaganda is evil - some serves reasonable purposes, like promoting action
on public health issues.
According to Lasswell (1927) "It refers solely to the control of opinion by signiﬁcant
symbols, or, to speak more concretely and less accurately, by stories, rumours,
reports, pictures, and other forms of social communication. Propaganda is concerned
with the management of opinions and attitudes by the direct manipulation of social
suggestion rather than by altering other conditions in the environment or in the
organism."
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Jowett & O'Donnell's deﬁnition seems to be quite complete:
"Propaganda is the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions,
manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a response that
furthers the desired intent of the propagandist."
Only the most dedicated skepticism and critical thinking can prevent propaganda
from deceiving you. The ﬁrst thing you must do is learn to detect propaganda.
Remember: you are up against skilled professionals.

Propaganda in History
It has been very interesting to discover the nature and extent of propaganda usage in
times past.

Why Study Propaganda?
In this 21st century world propaganda is everywhere. Attempts to inﬂuence you in
some way are found daily. We want to introduce the topic of propaganda because of
the comment by Joseph Goebbels at the top of this page. Propaganda loses its eﬀect
the moment you become aware that whatever you are looking at is propaganda. We
want you to begin building a toolkit that will allow you to recognize propaganda and
act accordingly. This will take time; the subject of propaganda is large and complex.
There is so much in it relating to sociology, psychology and communication that it
might make a minor subject in a degree program.
Advertising is a form of propaganda; it is trying to inﬂuence you to purchase
something. All kinds of images and symbols might be used, Extensive research has
been done in trying to understand just how to inﬂuence the audience. Over the years,
advertising has developed a reputation for being misleading, distorting and deceptive.
Realization of this has produced skeptical consumers. Not all advertising is eﬀective.
Jowett and O'Donnell list one of the possible reasons for this as "...there might just be
plain old skepticism, for after all, advertising has a long history of being deceptive or
distorting."(p154) Advertising is also the largest source of propaganda today.
Consider the possibilities of the Internet. You can ﬁnd almost anything you want out
there. The net is ﬁlled with "information" sources, some providing reliable
information and data that you can safely use, while others dispense opinion,
half-truths, distortions and outright falsehoods. Conspiracy theories thrive and spread
via the Internet. Who has the responsibility of sorting this out? You do.
Almost anything you see or hear could be propaganda, even items which, on the
surface, do not appear to be so. The goal here is for you to begin the process of
learning to identify propaganda, examining it, and THEN deciding rationally whether
you want to accept the message.
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General Types of Propaganda
Propaganda can be categorized based on visibility or concealment of its source and/or
the fact that the message is actually propaganda.
"White" propaganda comes from an oﬃcial source and is not disguised. It should
be immediately recognizable as propaganda. Radio broadcasts from sources such
as Radio Moscow, Voice of America, etc. are examples.
"Grey" propaganda may be apparent as propaganda but its source will be
hidden.
"Black" propaganda is material whose content is not easily discerned as
propaganda and whose source is completely concealed. Ellic Howe's book "The
Black Game" tells stories of British eﬀorts in black propaganda in WWII. Black
propaganda includes all kinds of hoaxes and deceptions.
More recently, it was widely reported (early May 2011) that Facebook had hired
a PR ﬁrm to anonymously circulate claims about Google. Investigation by two
USA Today reporters found some of the claims true and some false. The agency,
Burson-Marsteller, planted phony stories about a Google social networking plan.
This incident is a current example of black propaganda.

Principles of Propaganda
You might ask what makes any particular propaganda good or bad?
"Propaganda shows that it is good if over a certain period it can win over
and ﬁre up people for an idea. If it fails to do so, it is bad propaganda. If
propaganda wins the people it wanted to win, it was presumably good, and
if not, it was presumably bad. No one can say that your propaganda is too
crude or low or brutal, or that it is not decent enough, for those are not the
relevant criteria. Its purpose is not to be decent, or gentle, or weak, or
modest; it is to be successful." (Joseph Goebbels, 1934 speech)
Propaganda is good if it works and bad if it does not. Goebbels' description is
cold-blooded but accurate.
Take a look at Goebbels' principles of propaganda.
Lasswell presents an assessment:
"Actual propaganda, wherever studied, has a large element of the fake in it.
This varies from putting a false date on a despatch, through the printing of
unveriﬁed rumours, the printing of denials in order to convey an
insinuation, to the 'staging' of events. One of the world war fakes was the
use of pictures of the Jewish pogrom of 1905, somewhat retouched, as fresh
enemy atrocities." (Lasswell p. 206)
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To the above we add Hitler's principles (from Jowett & O'Donnell).
Avoid abstract ideas - appeal to the emotions.
Constantly repeat just a few ideas. Use stereotyped phrases.
Give only one side of the argument.
Continuously criticize your opponents.
Pick out one special "enemy" for special viliﬁcation.
These will be found in Volume I of Mein Kampf. Read them carefully, then see how
they apply to the messages you hear today. Take any political message, dissect it, then
see how it applies Hitler's principles.
"The function of propaganda does not lie in the scientiﬁc training of the
individual, but in calling the masses' attention to certain facts, processes,
necessities, etc., whose signiﬁcance is thus for the ﬁrst time placed within
their ﬁeld of vision.
The whole art consists in doing this so skillfully that everyone will be
convinced that the fact is real, the process necessary, the necessity correct,
etc. But since propaganda is not and cannot be the necessity in itself, since
its function, like the poster, consists in attracting the attention of the crowd,
and not in educating those who are already educated or who are striving
after education and knowledge, its eﬀect for the most part must be aimed at
the emotions and only to a very limited degree at the so-called intellect.
All propaganda must be popular and its intellectual level must be adjusted
to the most limited intelligence among those it is addressed to.
Consequently, the greater the mass it is intended to reach, the lower its
purely intellectual level will have to be." (Hitler, Mein Kampf Vol. I Ch. 6)
Even knowing what Hitler was and did, we must admit that he got one thing right propaganda. He had help - he learned from studying British and American WWI
propaganda, which was quite successful. German propaganda in WWI was, according
to Hitler, useless and "...its results all in all were zero."
Propaganda is eﬀective because it works at an emotional level below the level of
rational reasoning. The propagandist uses symbols, attitudes and morals that are
embedded in the target audience. This is desirable because the emotional response
can be deep, powerful, long-lasting and not rational. An intellectual, rational response
is not desired and is not sought.

Properties of Propaganda
From all the principles we have seen, we can distill an outline of the properties of
propaganda.
It wll appeal to the emotions and avoid abstractions.
It must be as simple as possible so everyone can understand it.
The message may be reduced to a slogan.
It will be constantly repeated.
It will use stereotyped phrasing.
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It will give only one side of the story (you may have to dig to ﬁnd out the other
side).
It will point out a "villian" to attack.
It will incessantly criticize and attack its opponents.
It will use distinctive phrases or slogans to label people or events.
Whether something in the propaganda item is true or false is not important, as
long as it is believed and works.
The propaganda will evoke emotional responses from the people's own
backgrounds.
Cultural symbols will be used to obtain the emotional responses. Such symbols
may be verbal or visual. Posters make great use of symbols.
If you examine some message and ﬁnd these properties in it, you can be certain that it
is propaganda. Another thing you can do is look for the seven devices identiﬁed by the
IPA in the 1930s.

Dissecting Propaganda
Once you have determined that a particular piece is probably propaganda, the next
step is to dissect it completely to lay out what is in it. Identify the devices used in the
attempt to inﬂuence. Extract the message (the "commodity") so you can see what the
propagandist wants you to do. Only then can you decide whether you accept the
message or not.
Lee advises: "Do not commit yourself until you can learn what the commodity might
be." Don't accept/believe a message until you determine:
The ideology and the purpose of the message.
Who is presenting the message (the propagandist/organization).
Who is is paying for a message (sometimes hard to discover).
Whether the presenter is a credible source.
The context in which the propaganda appears.
The target audience.
Who beneﬁts if you accept the message.
Why the options are being given to you like this.
What happens if you do something other than what the message recommends.
How various distribution media are used.
Whether the arguments are logically valid and fallacy free.
Whether the "facts" are actually correct (sometimes hard to do).
That the statements/claims are clear, not terminally vague.
What the possibly deceptive/misleading devices might be.
Whether any classic propaganda devices are present.
That you understand exactly what any symbols mean.
Who the designated "villain" is, if any.
Whether the message features a slogan.
That you ﬁgure out what a slogan is supposed to mean.
So far it appears that critical analysis of a message involves closely questioning every
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apparent fact, whether stated or implied, as well as every reason or argument given.
A lot of propaganda involves distortion or outright falsehood. Also be careful about
any assumptions you may make in interpreting the message. Cherry Picking is
another important issue. Careful omission of critical information can produce
signiﬁcant bias and will be very hard to detect. Visual propaganda will often use
symbols that are meaningful to the target audience. Both of these involve Assertion,
or statements made as if factual. Also be very wary of slogans; they can have a very
powerful eﬀect without saying anything speciﬁc. What did "Change you can believe
in" really mean?
If you get the idea that anything that might be propaganda must be carefully
dissected and studied, you are right. Take nothing at face value. The only problem is
that analysis of propaganda is a complex process requiring a lot of background and a
lot of time.

Last Thoughts
The subject of propaganda is so large that a one (or two!) semester course could be
designed to study it. It contains large amounts of psychology, sociology, mythology,
media usage, cultural awareness, and more. Even that might not be enough.
If you are really interested in how propaganda works and has worked, the book by
Jowett and O'Donnell is recommended. It won't be a fast read, but you'll know a whole
more when you ﬁnish than when you started.
For a social psychologist's take on propaganda, Age of Propaganda:... is excellent. The
authors' insights will be very valuable.
In case you are wondering why we made signiﬁcant references to a couple of Nazis,
the reason is that the post-WWII authors we read cited them. It became obvious that,
to understand 20th century propaganda, we would have to read Hitler and Goebbels.
The worst thing about what we found is that these same principles are still being used
on the people of the 21st century.
Finally, in this study we realized that propaganda is everywhere; practically every
message you are exposed to is propaganda. Given the principles of propaganda, every
such message is suspect. Given the volume of them that hits you, it's not possible to
critically evaluate every one. The tendency, then, is to become totally cynical and
refuse to believe any of them. This may prevent you from being misled but is not good
for the nation as a whole. Imagine the consequences if the government tried to pass
on some very important and truthful information and most people refused to believe
them. There are good examples in the Vietnam War. We found no easy answers for
this.
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