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2. Propaganda during the Second World War:
Posters of Germany and the U.S.A.

Maria Luisa Gonzalez Monzén* and Lia de Luxan Hernandez?
Universidad de Las Palmas de Gran Canaria

!maria.gonzalez344@alu.ulpgc.es, 2lia.deluxan@ulpgc.es

Abstract

The main objective of this work is to analyse how propaganda was used dur-
ing the Second World War both in Germany and in the United States of America,
focusing on one poster of each country. The rules of propaganda of Norman
Davies and the methodology of Erwin Panofsky are followed.

Keywords
Second World War, propaganda, posters, Germany, U.S.A.

1. The meaning of propaganda

What is “propaganda’? According to the Old English Dictionary, the term
“propaganda” is a borrowing from Latin. The first time the word “propaganda’
appeared was in 1622 when Pope Gregory XV created “a committee of Cardinals
responsible for foreign missions” (OED, 2017).

The meaning of the term has varied throughout the years. It was first used to
spread faith to those who were not believers of any religion. However, when the
First World War broke out, its main purpose was to spread political ideas (Fitz-
maurice, 2018). Propaganda is not only used to transmit controversial things,
such as the one used during any war, but also to convey messages and ideas
accepted by the society. Propaganda has played an important role during the
Second World War (1939-1945). It was not only used to criticize and create
hatred towards the Jews but also to make people get involved in the war.

2. The rules of propaganda

As Norman Davies pointed out (1996: 500), there are five rules that have to
be followed in order to produce "good” propaganda:
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1. The rule of simplification: Propaganda has to be focused on one or two
ideas so that the message is clear.

2. The rule of disfiguration: The message has to be exaggerated.

3. The rule of orchestration: The message has to be repeated using different
techniques.

4. The rule of transfusion: By “manipulating the consensus values of the tar-
get audience for one’s own ends”.

5. The rule of unanimity: An idea has to be presented as if it was a unani-
mous opinion.

3. The methodology of Erwin Panofsky

According to Panofsky, the pre-iconography, the iconography and the iconology
have to be taken into consideration when analysing a piece of art:

- Pre-iconography: “Pre-iconographic description was the recognition of “pure
forms’ [...], primary meaning” (Hasenmiiller, 1978: 290).

- “Iconographic meaning was systematic and arbitrary. Its interpretation involved
the ‘decoding” of images” (Hasenmiiller, 1978: 292).

- Iconology: “Ascertaining those underlying principles which reveal the basic at-
titude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical persuasion”
(Hasenmiiller, 1978: 291).

4. Analysis of the poster of Germany

SN 8w e
1P .~ 16

a 5!

ﬁ €3 lebe E?ugiﬂ}la

Figure 1. Es lebe Deutschland. Source: Palomino 2007: 1
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Slogan Es lebe Deutschland! In English: Long Live Germany
Main focus Hitler
Colours Red, yellow and black
Symbols Swastika, Eagle, flags and Hitler
Aim To support Hitler and the Nazi party

Table 1. Propaganda poster number 1. Source: compiled by authors

- Pre-iconography: Hitler, in the foreground, is the main point in this poster.
He is holding the flag of the Nazi party and just above him there is a crowd also
holding the said flag. Hitler’s face transmits power, security and defiance.

- lconography: Hitler represents the National Socialist German Workers' Par-
ty —Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei— (NSDAP) and also all the
German inhabitants who are in favour of the Nazi party. There is an imperial
eagle in heaven and the swastika, symbol of Nazism. Both of them play an im-
portant role in the poster. Hitler is portrayed as God.

- Iconology: The aim of this poster was to idealize Hitler. He is compared to
God and is described as a messianic figure. His rigid position, his serious face
and his fist transmit power. The swastika was taken from the Indian culture. It
meant good luck. This symbol was used many centuries before Hitler used it as
the symbol of the party.

Colours are also very important in the poster in order to get people’s atten-
tion. The flag (red, white and black) was the logo of the Nazi party.

This poster follows the five rules of propaganda written by Norman Davies:

1. The rule of simplification: The main focus is Hitler, the leader of the Third
Reich.

2. The rule of disfiguration: Hitler is compared to God, due to the halo which
is to be seen above him.

3. The rule of orchestration: There are more posters similar to this one.

4. The rule of transfusion: It evokes and involves all the inhabitants of the
country.

5. The rule of unanimity: It shows Hitler as the leader.

5. Analysis of the poster of the United States of America

Slogan Loose talk can cost lives
Main focus Espionage
Symbols Hitler, newspaper
Aim Create fear
Author John R. Holmgren
Year 1942

Table 2. Propaganda poster number 2. Source: compiled by authors
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Figure 2. Loose talk can cost lives. Source: V&A Collections 1

- Pre-iconography: There is one couple seated on the right and a man seated
on the left trying to hear what the couple are saying. At the bottom of the poster
it is written: “Loose talk can cost lives”.

- Iconography: The man on the left is depicted as Adolf Hitler, due to his
clothes, and, what is more obvious, his moustache. He is depicted as a spy. He
has a newspaper in his hand, but he is not reading it. He is trying to listen to the
conversation a man wearing a military uniform is having with a woman who
could be his girlfriend. This can be appreciated by the size of Hitler’s left ear.

- Iconology: This poster was designed by John R. Holmgren in 1942 and his
aim was to make the inhabitants of America be afraid about what could happen if
they blabbed about the war because if they leaked any information they could
lose it. This message was spread throughout America during the war.

This poster follows the five rules of propaganda written by Norman Davies:

1. The rule of simplification: It focuses on just one idea, which is not to gos-
sip about war information.

2. The rule of disfiguration: Hitler is depicted as a spy with an enormous and
exaggerated ear.

3. The rule of orchestration: The message of this poster is repeated in many
others.

4. The rule of transfusion: The audience is being manipulated.

5. The rule of unanimity: The message is shown as a fact.
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6. Conclusions

Propaganda was first used in the First World War, but it was during the Sec-
ond World War when it reached its climax, being used by many countries in
order to indoctrinate their inhabitants, spread ideals, recruit soldiers and encour-
age people to get involved in the war. The Second World War would have been
totally different if propaganda had not been used the way it was used.
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