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Propaganda During World War II: A Call for Patriotism


At the beginning of the 1940s, with World War I a daunting memory in the minds of many citizens, a large majority of Americans were war-weary. However, with Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the United States government was determined to fight back, consequently cementing its involvement in World War II. This resulted in the tragic deaths of millions of young people across the world. However, despite popular belief that World War II was fought solely on battlefields abroad, another fight was being fought right at home by America’s politicians, movie makers and poster creators. This alternate battle on America’s Home Front was made possible through the use of propaganda by the United States government. Propaganda - the intentional manipulation of people’s thoughts, feelings, and actions through media and popular culture - was vastly different in the World-War II era than it is today, primarily because of its more obvious presence to the recipient in the 1940s versus today’s more subtle and “manipulative” forms of propaganda. Although some may argue that it did not aid the US war effort, it is clear that propaganda was an effective method in encouraging a sense of patriotism amongst Americans that ultimately helped them win World War II. This encouragement of patriotism was conveyed through a multitude of popular culture methods, including words from politicians, recognizable pro-war posters and Hollywood movies. 


Patriotism, conveyed as cultural attachment and unquestioned commitment to one’s country, was the common message behind countless pieces of propaganda during World War II. This propaganda was created and spread by the United States government and private sector companies in an attempt to “win and maintain public support for participation in World War II by encouraging a sense of common sacrifice” (Hawkins). This common sacrifice was important to the American war effort because the United States would not have been able to wage a successful war effort without selfless acts by its citizens.  Specifically, the United needed to convince its people to buy bonds to fund the war, to enlist in the army, and to ration food, otherwise it would have been impossible for America to sustain its demand for war-related resources. In order to accomplish these goals, it was important for the government to instill a sense of national pride and devotion in its citizens, because patriotic citizens were far more willing to voluntarily contribute to the war effort. A sense of national pride was a strong reason for Americans to selflessly give up their personal well being for the well being of their country, making the importance of patriotism a popular and necessary theme behind World War II propaganda. In fact, the presence of patriotic citizens was so vital to the America war effort that people who were not in support of America’s cause were often demonized and viewed as supporters of the enemy. As a result, patriotism was not only encouraged thorough propaganda; it was also demanded. The motives of citizens who did not prove their loyalty to America through self sacrifice were often questioned by posters, such as one that read, “If you’re not helping us, you’re helping them!” (National Archives). Propaganda like this constantly reminded Americans to give back to their country. Ideas of patriotism and national sacrifice were shared with citizens across the entire nation, creating an environment where citizens willingly contributed to the war effort because of their love for their country and its cause. 


 World War II propaganda took various forms, one of them being the very words spoken by American politicians. Frequently, government officials used pathos - appeal to emotions and values - as a tool to increase patriotism among citizens. During fireside chats, American families would gather around their radios to listen to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt discuss current developments in the war. These fireside chats were significant to American families because they  were the first media to facilitate direct and intimate communication between the president and  the people and therefore provided an excellent way for President Roosevelt to create a sense of patriotism and camaraderie among Americans. In one of his most famous fireside chats, Roosevelt appeals to Americans by reminding them of the significance of what was happening across the world and the importance of remaining strong and loyal. After justifying America’s involvement in World War II, Roosevelt’s appeal to Americans is clearly seen when he states that “We are now in this war. We are all in it- all the way. Every single man, woman, and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American history. We must share together the bad news and the good news, the defeats and the victories—the changing fortunes of war.” These famous words undoubtedly brought Americans together by appealing to their emotions. Specifically, powerful and emotional phrases from Roosevelt such as “the most tremendous undertaking of our American history” were effective because they raised the stakes of the war and consequently provided a sense purpose to Americans on the Home Front. In the same fireside chat, Roosevelt mentions a trap of evil that the Nazis and Japanese have set, proclaiming that the United States “will not be caught in this obvious trap—and neither will the people of the United States.” The last phrase, which incorporates all people of the United States, gives Americans a sense of superiority by suggesting that its people do not fold in the face of evil like so many other people across the globe, like the supporters of Hitler and Mussolini.  Roosevelt’s words suggest an ideal America, one that cannot and will not be brought down because its people are the strongest in the world. Although words like these may come from the heart of politicians, in many cases, including this one, they are meant to illicit themes of patriotism and attachment to the United States. Citizens who hear these types of appeals felt a sense of togetherness and a duty to aid in the war effort- exactly the type response that American leaders wanted from their citizens. However, while these emotions felt by Americans were rooted in family, nationalism and community, others dealt with the invocation of fear.


Fear is a common emotion played upon by those who create propaganda and an important emotion used by politicians during World War II to mobilize Americans to support the war effort.  Former Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s words about the necessity for patriotism represent an excellent example of the use of fear in the media. In his radio address in May of 1941, Hull warned Americans that “Our greatest possible national effort must be made, not for the sake of other countries, but primarily for the sake of insuring our own security.” Not only does Hull use his words to ask for American’s support, but he also invokes fear in his listeners by warning them that their own security is at risk should they not support their country. Hull suggests that American citizens are not powerless, but instead, fully able to make a difference. As with most successful fear appeals, Hull’s radio statement is a call to action for the American people who he believes have the ability to determine their own destiny. The reason fear was an effective way to mobilize citizens was because it urged them to aid the United States not because they wanted to, but because they had to. Fear-invoking words like those from Hull successfully convinced people that it was in their own best interests to aid in the war effort, not just in their country’s best interest. By arguing that Americans’ “own security” was at risk, people were convinced to serve their nation for themselves, not just for others, which was monumentally important considering that not every individual was willing to assist the United States solely for the benefit of others. 

Aside from these types of emotional appeals delivered by politicians, written appeals in the form of posters served as another vehicle for the US government to promote patriotism during World War II. These famous and easily recognizable posters vastly aided the US in its war effort against Japan and Germany, just as tanks and fighter jets did. The Office of War Information (OWI) Bureau of Graphics was created in 1942 to oversee the creation of poster propaganda, ensuring each art form stayed on theme with the common message of patriotism and American tradition. The posters themselves were created by independent artists who then submitted their work to the The Office of War Information (OWI) Bureau of Graphics to gain approval. Many times, the OWI held competitions to incentivize artists to create new designs. As a result, railroad stations, schools, and post offices were covered with over 200,000 different poster designs aimed at influencing the thoughts and actions of American citizens. For example, a poster created in 1941 showed Mickey Mouse holding up a flag and saying “Come on Gang - All out for Uncle Sam.” This famous poster remained in circulation across America for the entirety of the war and is a great example of poster propaganda because of its direct and in-your-face nature that specifically calls Americans to action.  Mickey Mouse represents a loving American cartoon icon who sharply contrasts the harsh and unforgiving realities of war. This contrast was important to Americans during World War II because it instilled a sense of optimism  and even comic relief in such serious, unforgiving times. This sense of optimism was much needed, especially as the war dragged on into its final years. This Mickey Mouse poster also created a sense of togetherness among Americans by using the word “gang” and referencing Uncle Sam, a beloved American icon. Seeing propaganda like this Mickey Mouse poster was a moral boost to many citizens because it reminded them that they were not in isolation in their efforts to support the war, but instead in unity with an entire nation. This sense of unity made citizens feel patriotic, and consequently, more inclined to help in any way possible. It is important to remember that efforts to promote patriotism thorough posters were vital for the government in garnering funds for the war, preventing strikes among America’s manufactures, and recruiting young men for the arm. It was almost impossible for many to go a couple days without seeing a propaganda poster like this one. However, while World War II posters remain an excellent example of propaganda used to influence American citizens, other forms of propaganda like films were just as effective.


Films sponsored by the government during World War II were also effective methods in spreading messages of national pride.  Similar to posters, many films were censored by the government in order to keep a consistent message about the war. They were advantageous in spreading a pro-war message because of their ability to depict reality through moving pictures and real-life actors, something that posters could not achieve. The approaches that films took to increase national pride differed vastly; some films generally demonized the enemy and reminded them why they were engaged in a long and difficult war, while others portrayed the war in a more positive light in order to keep national morale high. For example, director Frank Capra’s series of films titled Why We Fight was created to “reaffirm the vileness of the Axis Camp” (Fyne). Why We Fight painted a terrible picture of Hitler and the Nazis by showing the horrors of concentration camps and reminding viewers of Hitler’s ultimate goal to extinguish minority groups. Consequently, these types of films that demonized the enemy were successful in instilling emotions of hatred and vengeance in viewers, therefore making them more likely to contribute to the American cause. On the other hand, films such as It’s Everybody’s War took a different approach by shedding a more positive light on the war. It’s Everybody’s War is a brief propaganda film produced by Fox in 1942 that tells the story of a small American town and its progression through the war. It emphasizes the camaraderie of the town’s citizens and their enjoyment in the rewarding experiences of working for war manufacturers. The film purposefully leaves out the horrors of war by excluding war-scenes and showing mostly positive emotions of its characters despite the hardships they face. It instead emphasizes a town of patriotic, happy citizens who will do anything to aid the country they love. The Office of War Information’s role in directly creating this film brilliantly represents the manipulation of reality by means of propaganda. By including some carefully selected facts while excluding other ones, films like It’s Everybody’s War presented a skewed picture of the World War II in order to accomplish the ultimate goal of World War II propaganda; to create national pride and encourage citizens to aid in the war effort.


On December 7, 1941, the lives of each and every American changed forever. The attacks on Pearl Harbor pushed a largely skeptical and war-weary nation into the biggest war in our world’s history. Because of many people’s uneasiness towards America’s involvement in the conflict due to their recent memories of World War I, the government was faced with the difficult task of creating a sense of patriotism and national pride in its citizens so that they would be more willing to help on the Home Front. To help achieve this, three main types of propaganda helped to play on the emotions of Americans: words, posters, and movies, all of which successfully helped convert an entire nation into an army of popular support. With this popular support came tremendous benefits for America - most importantly, an unwavering flood of patriotism and pride.  Each time Americans would lay their eyes on a poster, go to the movies, or tune into their radio, they were subject to wartime propaganda - propaganda that ultimately helped the United States defeat evil across the world.
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