
Propaganda, Power, and Persuasion 
Visual Messaging in Nazi Germany, the United States, 

the Soviet Union, and Communist China

Randy Snyder, Huntington High School, WV

Editor's Note: This unit accompanies the article “Stories from the Revolution in Mao’s China: 
Teaching Students to Think about Socialism and Communism” by Aminda Smith (Education 
About Asia, Volume 29:2, Fall 2026).

Unit Essential Question: 
How do governments and political movements use visual design to shape public opinion, create 
identity, and influence behavior? 

This three-day lesson encourages students to examine how governments and political movements 
have used visual media to persuade, mobilize, and shape public opinion. Using propaganda posters 
from Nazi Germany, the United States and the USSR during World War II and the Soviet 
Union, and Communist China, students will analyze how governments use color, imagery, 
composition, symbolism, and rhetoric to communicate political messages—motivation, beliefs, 
legitimacy, and unity. 

Rather than focusing solely on whether propaganda is "true" or "false," students explore how visual 
messages are designed to influence beliefs, emotions, and behavior. The lesson encourages 
comparison across democratic and authoritarian systems while strengthening historical thinking, 
media literacy, and source-analysis skills. 

The activities are appropriate for on-level U.S. History, World History, Civics, and 
Government courses, while the comparative and analytical components make them 
especially well-suited for AP U.S. History, AP World History, and AP Comparative 
Government. Materials are structured so that teachers can implement the lesson as written or 
adapt individual activities for shorter class periods, station work, or document-based instruction. 

Please Note: Students should have at least a basic knowledge of the actors involved in 
WWII, the Holocaust, and Communist China prior to beginning this unit. Frontloading 
material is included. If you find that your students require reteaching or 
additional supports, an additional day may be required to complete the outlined 
components. 

While being mindful to the various school and state standards and laws related to teaching social 
studies, a wide breadth of resources and links have been provided in the Poster Resources 
document to allow the educator to secure independent images best fitting the classroom 
dynamic.  



Learning Objectives (All 3 Days) 

By the end of the lesson, students will be able to: 

1. Identify and interpret the key visual and rhetorical techniques used in propaganda posters.

2. Compare and contrast the purposes and messages of propaganda across different political

systems.

3. Evaluate how ideology (fascism, communism, democracy) influences propaganda design

and tone.

4. Critically assess the ethical implications of propaganda in shaping civic participation and

belief.

5. Synthesize their findings into a written, visual, or oral presentation that demonstrates

comparative insight.

C3 Framework for Social Studies 

• D2.His.1.9-12: Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique

circumstances of time and place.

• D2.His.16.9-12: Integrate evidence from multiple sources to develop claims about the past.

• D2.Civ.4.9-12: Explain how individuals influence government and society through political

participation and communication.

• D3.1.9-12: Gather and evaluate sources while considering purpose and audience.

PRIOR TO DAY ONE: 
 Students read: 
War Propaganda Posters 
Color, Imagery, and Ideology: Propaganda in the U.S., Soviet Union, China and Nazi Germany 

Texts are contained in the packet. These resources allow students to better understand how 
global powers purposefully used propaganda posters to shape public opinion, mobilize 
populations, and influence the course of major conflicts throughout the twentieth century.  

FRONT LOADING: 
Teacher Background Notes 
Provide Charts/Handouts: 

1. Historical Context Overview
2. Vocabulary
3. Color Reference Guide
4. Propaganda Analysis Framework



 
 
DAY 1: Propaganda and the Power of Images 
 
Focus: 
Understanding the mechanics and purpose of propaganda. The goal is to get students thinking about 
visual persuasion immediately and to demonstrate that propaganda techniques often transcend 
political systems. 
 
Activities: 
 

1. Bell Ringer (5 min): Journaling 
o How	can	an	image	in,luence	people	faster	than	a	paragraph?	 
o Is	a	picture	worth	a	1,000	words? 
o What	makes	a	message	feel	trustworthy? 

 
2. Hook (10 min) Display four posters—one per regime—without identifying the country. 

(See Poster List) 
Students discuss: What emotions do these posters evoke? Who is the audience? 

 
3. Mini-Lecture (10 min): 

 
a. Review “Front loading” materials. 
 
b. What Is Propaganda? Propaganda is not always false. (Several options are 
provided) 

 
o “Propaganda is a truly terrible weapon in the hands of an expert.” Adolph Hitler, 1924. 

 
o “Propaganda is biased information designed to shape public opinion and [behavior].” 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
 

o "The deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to 
achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist."  
Garth Jowett and Victoria O'Donnell, Propaganda & Persuasion 

 
o Propaganda can use truth, partial truth, emotion, omission, symbolism, or 

misinformation. 

Follow-up (Optional): 

Propaganda is not always false, but it is always designed to persuade. 



 

4. Collaborative Analysis (25 min): 

Students in small groups examine assigned posters using the Common Color Associations 

Found in Propaganda Posters. 

4. Reflection (5 min): 

 Discuss: Is propaganda always negative? Can it be used proactively? 

5. Exit Ticket:  

o Name one propaganda technique. 

o Explain how it might affect a person’s thinking. 

 

Homework (Most will complete in 15-20 min): 

Read short excerpts from: 

• Goebbels’ “Propaganda and the Masses” 

• Stalin’s “Socialism and Culture” 

• Mao’s “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art” 

• U.S. Office of War Information memo on wartime communication 

Annotate and respond to: How does each leader define or justify propaganda? 

Copies are provided with separate teacher’s key 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DAY 2: Comparative Deconstruction Workshop 

Focus: 

Deep comparison across ideological systems. 

Activities: 

1. Warm-Up/Bell Ringer (5 min): 

o Name one propaganda technique. 

o Explain how it might affect a person’s thinking. 

2.  Quick review of assigned reading (10 min): 

Discuss: How did each leader justify their control over art and communication? 

 

3.  Poster Gallery Walk (30 min): 

Five “stations,” at least three posters/images per regime per station. Nazi Germany should have 

two separate stations—one station with three antisemitism posters, one with three focused on 

Hitler loyalty, ideology, or service. 

 

Students rotate using five separate Common Color Associations Found in Propaganda 

Posters worksheets to answer all prompts listed on the document. If short on time, modify the 

assignment to allow students to pick one poster from four of the five stations. Encourage 

students to select one from the antisemitism station. 

 

Again, the teacher is encouraged to review provided online resources to best fit the classroom 

dynamics (See source list of options.) 

o “Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer” (Nazi Germany) 

o “Glory to the Great Stalin!” (USSR) 

o “The East Is Red” (China) 

o “Rosie the Riveter” & “Loose Lips Sink Ships” (USA) 

 

4.  Group Discussion (10 min): 

Groups summarize key findings. 

Whole-class compare/contrast: 

“What do all these posters have in common?” 

“Where do they differ in message, tone, and ethical purpose?” 



 

2. Mini-Debate (10 min): 

Contention: “Propaganda is inherently manipulative, but it can used ethically in a democracy.” 

Students will affirm or negate their responses using proper civil discourse. 

 

Homework: 

Contention: “Propaganda is inherently manipulative, but it can be used ethically in a democracy.” 

Write a one-page position reflection answering the debate question with examples in 

both the affirmation and negation (pro/con). Final product should be evenly split in 

space dedicated to each side of the argument. Students will respond to both sides 

of the argument. This contrast encourages students to recognize both the similarities 

in persuasion techniques and the differences in ideology and intent. 

 

DAY 3: Synthesis and Critical Evaluation 

Focus: 

Constructing a comparative argument and evaluating propaganda’s modern implications. 

Activities: 

1. Opening Discussion (15 min): 

Share insights from written reflections. 

Introduce today’s guiding question: 

“How do visual techniques in propaganda both reflect and reinforce political ideology?” 

2. Synthesis Project (25 min): 

Students choose one of the following: 

o Comparative Essay: 

Analyze how color, imagery, and message reflect political goals in two authoritarian and 

one democratic regime. 

o Digital Gallery: 

Create a three-poster slideshow or online exhibit with commentary comparing their 

techniques. 

o Modern Media Connection: 

Compare historical propaganda to a modern public campaign (environmentalism, 

military recruitment, social media). 



3. Class Symposium (10 min): 

Students share brief insights or visuals from their projects. 

Teacher leads closing discussion: What did we learn about the power of images? How do we recognize 

persuasion today? 

 

Assessment 

Formative: 

1) Participation in group analysis and discussions 

2) Completed Image Analysis Chart 

3) One-page position reflection 

 

Summative: 

Comparative Essay or Digital Gallery (100 pts): 

Criteria Description Points 

Visual Analysis Interprets symbols, color, composition 25 

Historical Understanding Connects imagery to regime and ideology 25 

Comparative Reasoning Identifies nuanced similarities/differences 25 

Critical Reflection Evaluates ethics, modern relevance 25 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sources: 
Included texts: “War Propaganda Posters” and “Color, Imagery, and Ideology” 
Jowett, O'Donnell, and Snow Propaganda & Persuasion (8th ed., 2024) 
This is where I'd ground the overall idea that visual elements—including color, symbols, imagery, and composition—
are selected to evoke emotional and behavioral responses. The book doesn't provide a color dictionary, but it 
provides the theoretical framework for analyzing visual persuasion. 
David Welch World War II Propaganda: Analyzing the Art of Persuasion During Wartime (2023) 
Welch repeatedly discusses how poster designers used color, symbolism, and composition to communicate 
ideological messages and mobilize audiences. 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
The Holocaust Museum specifically discusses Nazi use of black, white, and red as a deliberate visual brand. Hitler 
himself explained the symbolism of those colors, associating red with the movement's social ideals, white with 
nationalism, and black with the Aryan struggle.  
Library of Congress Poster Collections 
The Library of Congress provides excellent background material on wartime posters, symbolism, audience targeting, 
and visual persuasion. While it does not assign fixed meanings to colors, it demonstrates how governments used 
vibrant designs, national symbols, and emotional appeals to persuade citizens.  
 

Supplementary Sources: 
David Pollack World War II Posters  
Melinda McPeek Decoding Political Propaganda  
https://libapps.salisbury.edu/nabb-online/exhibits/show/propaganda 
Steven Luckert and Susan Bachrach, The State of Deception: The Power of Nazi Propaganda (USHMM) 
Baylor University Digital Collections: Keston Digital Archive 
https://digitalcollections-baylor.quartexcollections.com/explore-the-
collections/list/collections/15?filter_8=Posters&applyState=true 
Kerry Harrison The Psychology of Poster Design: Understanding the Impact of Colors, Typography, and Images 
https://thumbtackbugle.com/the-psychology-of-poster-design-understanding-the-impact-of-colors-typography-
and-images/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://libapps.salisbury.edu/nabb-online/exhibits/show/propaganda
https://digitalcollections-baylor.quartexcollections.com/explore-the-collections/list/collections/15?filter_8=Posters&applyState=true
https://digitalcollections-baylor.quartexcollections.com/explore-the-collections/list/collections/15?filter_8=Posters&applyState=true
https://thumbtackbugle.com/the-psychology-of-poster-design-understanding-the-impact-of-colors-typography-and-images/
https://thumbtackbugle.com/the-psychology-of-poster-design-understanding-the-impact-of-colors-typography-and-images/


Teacher Comparison Activity 
After students complete analyses, have them compare posters from all four countries using the 
following chart. 

Country Dominant Color Intended Emotion Main Message 

Nazi Germany    

United States    

Soviet Union    

Communist China 
  

   

Discussion Questions. Of course these are contingent upon the teacher’s selected posters. 
1. Which country relied most heavily on red? Why?  
2. Which country used the widest range of colors?  
3. Why does yellow appear frequently in Soviet and Chinese posters but much less often in 

American and Nazi posters?  
4. Which country's posters appear the most realistic?  
5. Which country's posters appear the most idealized?  
6. Which poster do you think would have been most persuasive to its intended audience? Why?  

 
For a deeper discussion, ask: 
 
"If red symbolizes both patriotism in American wartime posters and revolution in Soviet and 
Chinese posters, does color have a universal meaning, or is its meaning determined by 
political and cultural context?" 
 
The goal is to produce strong conversations as students begin to recognize that colors themselves are 
not inherently political—their meanings are shaped by history, culture, and audience. 
  
 



War Propaganda Posters 
 
War propaganda posters have played a significant role in shaping public opinion, mobilizing 
populations, and influencing the course of major conflicts throughout the twentieth century. These 
visual tools were especially prominent during World War I, World War II, and the Cold War, when 
governments sought to rally support, demonize enemies, and encourage specific behaviors among 
civilians and soldiers alike. By examining the use of propaganda posters in China, the United States, 
Nazi Germany, and the Soviet Union, we can better understand how art and messaging were harnessed 
to serve political and military objectives. 
 
Introduction to War Propaganda Posters 
Propaganda is the deliberate spread of information, ideas, or rumors to help or harm a person, group, 
movement, institution, or nation. War propaganda posters are a specific form of propaganda designed 
to influence attitudes and actions during times of conflict. These posters often use bold imagery, 
emotional appeals, and simple slogans to communicate their messages quickly and effectively. Their 
primary goals include recruiting soldiers, encouraging citizens to support the war effort, demonizing 
the enemy, and promoting national unity. 
 
The United States: Mobilizing a Nation 
During both World Wars, the United States government produced thousands of propaganda posters. 
The Office of War Information (OWI) and other agencies commissioned artists to create images that 
would inspire patriotism and action. Famous posters like James Montgomery Flagg’s “I Want YOU 
for U.S. Army” and J. Howard Miller’s “We Can Do It!” featuring Rosie the Riveter became iconic 
symbols of American resolve. 
 
American posters often focused on recruitment, urging men to enlist and women to join the workforce 
or support rationing efforts. They also encouraged citizens to buy war bonds, conserve resources, and 
maintain secrecy (“Loose Lips Sink Ships”). The imagery was typically optimistic, portraying American 
soldiers as heroic and the nation as united. At the same time, some posters used negative stereotypes 
to depict enemy nations, reflecting the intense emotions and prejudices of wartime. 
 
Nazi Germany: Manipulation and Control 
In Nazi Germany, propaganda was a central tool for the regime’s control over society. Joseph 
Goebbels, the Minister of Propaganda, oversaw a vast campaign that included posters, films, and 
newspapers. Nazi posters often featured strong, idealized images of Aryan soldiers and citizens, 
emphasizing themes of racial purity, loyalty to Adolf Hitler, and the supposed threat posed by Jews, 
communists, and other “enemies.” 
 
The Nazi regime used posters to justify aggressive expansion, encourage enlistment, and foster hatred 
against targeted groups. Anti-Semitic posters, for example, depicted Jewish people as dangerous and 
subhuman, fueling support for discriminatory laws and, ultimately, the Holocaust. The visual style was 
bold and direct, with red, black, and white colors dominating the designs. The effectiveness of Nazi 
propaganda lay in its ability to simplify complex issues and appeal to emotions rather than reason. 



The Soviet Union: Unity and Sacrifice 
Soviet propaganda posters were instrumental in mobilizing the population during the Russian Civil 
War, World War II (known as the Great Patriotic War in Russia), and the Cold War. Soviet artists 
created powerful images that celebrated the strength of workers, soldiers, and peasants, often 
portraying them as heroic figures defending the motherland against fascist invaders. 
 
Slogans such as “Everything for the Front, Everything for Victory!” and “Motherland Calls!” were 
common. The posters emphasized collective action, sacrifice, and the superiority of socialism. They 
also demonized the enemy, especially Nazi Germany, using dramatic imagery to inspire resistance and 
perseverance. After the war, Soviet posters continued to promote communist ideology, urging citizens 
to work hard, support industrialization, and remain vigilant against Western “imperialists.” 
 
China: Revolution and Nationalism 
In China, propaganda posters became especially prominent during the twentieth century, from the 
war against Japan (1937–1945) to the Chinese Civil War and the subsequent establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China in 1949. During the war with Japan, posters depicted Chinese soldiers and 
civilians bravely resisting foreign aggression, often using traditional symbols and patriotic colors. 
 
After the Communist victory, the new government used posters to promote revolutionary ideals, 
encourage participation in mass campaigns, and build support for the Communist Party. Images of 
Mao Zedong, workers, and peasants were common, accompanied by slogans like “Serve the People” 
and “Long Live the People’s Republic of China.” These posters aimed to foster unity, discipline, and 
enthusiasm for socialist construction, while also warning against “counterrevolutionaries” and foreign 
threats. 
 
Techniques and Impact 
Across all these nations, war propaganda posters shared certain techniques: striking visuals, simple 
language, and emotional appeals. Artists used color, composition, and symbolism to grab attention 
and convey messages quickly. For example, the use of red often signified danger, sacrifice, or 
revolution, while images of children, families, and national flags evoked feelings of protection and 
patriotism. 
The impact of these posters was profound. They helped governments mobilize millions of people, 
shape public opinion, and maintain morale during difficult times. However, they also contributed to 
the spread of stereotypes, hatred, and misinformation, sometimes with tragic consequences. 
 
Conclusion 
War propaganda posters are more than just historical artifacts; they are powerful reminders of how 
art and communication can be used to influence societies in times of crisis. By studying the posters 
produced in the United States, Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union, and China, we gain insight into the 
hopes, fears, and values of people living through war. These images reveal both the potential and the 
dangers of propaganda, reminding us to think critically about the messages we encounter in our own 
time. 
 



Color, Imagery, and Ideology: 
Propaganda in the U.S., Soviet Union, China, and Nazi Germany 

 
Propaganda, the strategic use of communication to influence thought and behavior, has long been one 
of the most powerful tools of political regimes. Between 1943 and 1970, four nations—the United 
States, the Soviet Union, Communist China, and Nazi Germany—each crafted vivid and emotionally 
charged images designed to shape public opinion, sustain morale, and advance ideology. Through their 
unique use of color, symbolism, and composition, each government constructed visual narratives that 
both reflected and reinforced its political goals. From the patriotic reds and blues of American posters 
to the revolutionary reds of Soviet and Chinese art, and the stark black-and-white militarism of Nazi 
imagery, propaganda served not only as persuasion but as an expression of identity and control. 
 
The Language of Color: Emotion and Ideology 
Color functions as a psychological and cultural language. Propagandists recognized that color could 
evoke emotions more powerfully than words. In all four regimes, red emerged as a dominant hue—
symbolizing energy, sacrifice, and revolutionary fervor—but its meaning shifted across nations. 
 
In the Soviet Union, red had deep historical roots. It symbolized the blood of workers and soldiers 
shed for the revolution, but also vitality and collective purpose. Stalin-era posters such as “For the 
Motherland, For Stalin!” (1942) flooded the frame with crimson flags and sunbursts radiating from 
Stalin’s portrait. This palette reinforced the image of Stalin as both the source and protector of Soviet 
life. Red was not just political; it was sacred. 
 
Similarly, in Maoist China, red represented ideological purity and revolutionary rebirth. Posters like 
“Chairman Mao Is the Red Sun in Our Hearts” (1966) portrayed Mao surrounded by glowing 
rays of red and gold, suggesting a messianic figure guiding the nation toward enlightenment. The 
repetition of red symbolized not only communism but also joy, fortune, and renewal in Chinese 
cultural tradition. In this way, Maoist propaganda merged traditional cultural symbolism with Marxist 
ideology, making the revolution appear both modern and authentically Chinese. 
 
In contrast, Nazi Germany used red in a far more militarized and aggressive manner. The Nazi flag 
itself—a red background framing a white circle and black swastika—was designed to command 
attention and evoke primal energy. Posters such as “Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer” (One People, 
One Empire, One Leader) combined red with black uniforms and white lettering, creating a rigid 
color hierarchy that visually mirrored the authoritarian structure of the regime. Color was a weapon 
of intimidation as much as inspiration. 
 
The United States, particularly during World War II, also leaned heavily on color to generate 
emotional connection—though in a more democratic and optimistic tone. Red, white, and blue 
symbolized national unity and individual sacrifice for freedom. Norman Rockwell’s “Four 
Freedoms” series (1943) used warm, realistic tones to humanize abstract ideals like freedom of speech 



and worship. Unlike the totalitarian posters that glorified the leader, American posters celebrated the 
citizen—the farmer, the soldier, the mother—as the true hero of democracy. The 
U.S. color palette thus reflected not centralized control, but communal participation. 
 
The Power of the Image: Faces, Symbols, and Stories 
Beyond color, propaganda depended on imagery—especially faces, symbols, and simplified 
narratives—to communicate ideology immediately. 
 
In Nazi propaganda, the human figure was idealized to embody the racial myths of the Aryan ideal. 
Posters like “Youth Serves the Führer” (1939) depicted blond, muscular youths gazing upward 
toward a distant horizon, representing purity, loyalty, and the future of the Reich. Hitler himself was 
often portrayed indirectly—through symbols like eagles, flags, and torchlight parades—creating an 
aura of sacred leadership. Nazi imagery relied on mythic realism, presenting the German people not 
as individuals but as a unified, superior organism. 
 
The Soviet Union, under Stalin, used similar visual strategies but inverted the racial and nationalist 
message into one of collective socialist heroism. Posters showed workers, soldiers, and farmers lifting 
hammers, flags, and rifles under Stalin’s watchful gaze. The compositions elevated the ordinary citizen 
into a monumental figure, fusing realism with idealism. Stalin was not a distant god but a fatherly 
protector, guiding his people toward industrial progress. This imagery blurred the line between 
political loyalty and religious faith—the leader became both savior and symbol of national strength. 
 
In China, Mao’s image functioned as a near-religious icon, especially during the Cultural Revolution 
(1966–1976). Posters like “The East Is Red” or “Long Live Chairman Mao” showed Mao 
towering over ecstatic crowds of peasants and workers holding the Little Red Book. The 
compositions employed upward angles, radiant halos, and masses of red flags, transforming Mao into 
the living embodiment of Marxist truth. Where Stalin’s propaganda sought to demonstrate strength 
and order, Mao’s sought to evoke spiritual unity and devotion. The masses were not just followers—
they were disciples in a political faith. 
 
The United States, though a democracy, also crafted powerful images of unity and idealism. “Uncle 
Sam Wants You” used the direct gaze of an older, authoritative figure pointing outward, 
personalizing the call to action. Rockwell’s “Freedom from Want” and “Freedom from Fear” 
depicted ordinary American families enjoying security and abundance—contrasting democracy’s 
warmth with the cold rigidity of fascism and communism. American propaganda tended to celebrate 
everyday heroism, relying on realism, comfort, and moral clarity rather than monumental scale or fear. 
 
Symbolic Composition and Emotional Engineering 
Propaganda art was not accidental; it was meticulously designed for psychological effect. Composition, 
posture, and spatial arrangement worked together to control how viewers felt and responded. 
 



In Nazi Germany, symmetry and order conveyed power and discipline. Crowds were shown in 
perfect alignment, mirroring the militarized order of the state. The high-contrast colors—especially 
red and black—produced intensity and danger, evoking primal loyalty. These posters were often 
designed by artists trained in modernist techniques, demonstrating that even avant-garde methods 
could be repurposed for authoritarian goals. 
 
The Soviet Union adopted more dynamic compositions. Diagonal lines and upward movement 
symbolized progress, while bold sans-serif fonts reflected industrial modernity. Stalinist posters often 
placed the leader above the horizon line, towering over workers—both literally and figuratively 
representing his control over the nation’s destiny. This composition produced emotional elevation: 
viewers were visually drawn upward toward the idealized image of power and unity. 
 
In China, the composition became even more ritualistic. Mao was often centered, radiating light or 
sunlight, with citizens gazing upward in adoration. The masses were carefully choreographed—
uniform in dress, expression, and action—to represent ideological harmony. These images reinforced 
collectivism over individuality and presented obedience as joy. Through repetition, Mao’s image 
achieved omnipresence: appearing in schools, homes, and factories, it blurred the boundary between 
art and worship. 
 
Meanwhile, American compositions embraced openness, depth, and natural perspective. Posters such 
as “Buy War Bonds” or “We Can Do It!” presented approachable heroes, often women or workers, 
portrayed in relatable poses. The spatial design invited participation rather than demanded it. The 
viewer was not ordered to obey but inspired to contribute. This difference reflected the democratic 
ideal that persuasion could replace coercion. 
 
Evolution of the Message  
Over time, propaganda evolved alongside each regime’s political and social transformations. 
 
In Nazi Germany, propaganda peaked between 1933 and 1945, declining only with the regime’s 
collapse. Early posters focused on national revival and unity; wartime posters shifted to endurance 
and sacrifice. After 1943, as defeat loomed, imagery turned darker—emphasizing defense and 
martyrdom. The heroic glow of earlier years gave way to desperation. 
 
The Soviet Union under Stalin maintained a similar aesthetic until his death in 1953. After 
Khrushchev’s “Thaw,” propaganda softened slightly, focusing on technological progress and peace 
rather than personality cults. Rockets, scientists, and athletes replaced Stalin’s portrait, suggesting a 
shift from fear-based loyalty to pride in modernization. Yet the core message—collective labor for 
national greatness—remained constant. 
 
 
 



In China, propaganda intensified after 1949 and reached its zenith during the Cultural Revolution. 
Early posters celebrated land reform and industrialization, while later works deified Mao. After his 
death in 1976, Chinese propaganda gradually turned toward modernization and national unity rather 
than ideological purity, mirroring shifts in political tone. 
 
In the United States, wartime propaganda gave way to Cold War messaging. Posters and films 
emphasized freedom, prosperity, and the moral superiority of democracy. During the 1950s and 1960s, 
anti-communist themes merged with advertising techniques, creating a culture where patriotism and 
consumerism overlapped. The bright, optimistic tone of earlier propaganda evolved into subtle 
persuasion—selling not just a war effort but a way of life. 
 
Comparative Analysis: Shared Techniques, Divergent Ideals 
Despite vast ideological differences, these four regimes shared fundamental techniques of persuasion. 
Each used: 

• Color to evoke emotion and loyalty. 
• Simplified imagery to communicate complex ideas instantly. 
• Heroic figures to embody the state’s ideals. 
• Repetition and symbolism to normalize ideology. 

 
However, their ideological content diverged sharply. 

• Nazi propaganda glorified race, obedience, and militarism. 
• Soviet propaganda exalted industrial labor and socialist unity. 
• Chinese propaganda spiritualized revolution and devotion to Mao. 
• American propaganda championed freedom, individuality, and civic duty. 

 
Each visual culture mirrored its political structure. Totalitarian regimes centralized imagery 
around the leader: democratic propaganda dispersed heroism among the people. Thus, the 
posters of this era not only depicted ideology—they embodied it. 
 
Conclusion: The Enduring Power of the Image 
Between 1943 and 1970, propaganda art shaped how millions understood their place in the world. 
Through calculated use of color, form, and symbol, governments turned abstract ideas—nation, race, 
class, freedom—into emotional realities. While Nazi, Soviet, and Chinese propaganda sought to 
command obedience, American propaganda aimed to inspire voluntary action. Yet in all cases, the 
ultimate goal was the same: to align the hearts and minds of citizens with the needs of the state. 
 
Even today, the visual strategies developed in this era remain influential. Advertising, political 
campaigns, and digital media continue to use the same emotional triggers—color contrast, heroic 
imagery, simplified symbolism—to persuade and mobilize. The history of propaganda reminds us that 
images are never neutral; they are crafted, calculated, and capable of shaping truth itself. 
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3rd ed. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003. 
 
Welch, David. The Third Reich: Politics and Propaganda. 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 2002. 
 
Welch, David. Propaganda: Power and Persuasion. London: British Library, 2013. 
 
Archival and Poster Sources 
Library of Congress. Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. Washington, DC. 
 
Smithsonian Institution. National Museum of American History Collections. Washington, DC. 
 
Flagg, James Montgomery. I Want You for U.S. Army. Washington, DC: U.S. Army Recruiting 
Service, 1917. 
 
Miller, J. Howard. We Can Do It! Pittsburgh: Westinghouse Electric Corporation, 1942. 
 
Rockwell, Norman. Four Freedoms. Washington, DC: U.S. Office of War Information, 1943. 
 



Poster Source List. Many posters are archived. Review sources and choose what’s best for your class. 

# Category Specific source link Teacher notes 

1 Nazi Germany German Propaganda 
Archive: Nazi Posters 
1939-1945 

Use a general Nazi war/mobilization poster showing 
loyalty, strength, or support for the regime. 

2 Nazi Germany 
antisemitism 

U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum: 
Nazi Propaganda 

Choose an antisemitic poster portraying Jews as the 
enemy or as a threat to Germany. 

3 USSR WWII TASS Windows: A 
Collection of War 
Posters 

Use Soviet war posters urging defense of the 
motherland, sacrifice, or Red Army victory. 

4 USA WWII U.S. War Posters” 
University of North 
Texas 

Choose a U.S. poster about war bonds, enlistment, 
conservation, or home-front duty and a second U.S. 
poster with a different theme, such as rationing, 
factory work, or careless talk. 

5 Communist 
China 

Chinese propaganda 
posters overview 

Use a Communist China poster from the 1950s-
1970s showing collectivism, industry, or revolutionary 
optimism. 

 
1. https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/posters3.htm   

2. https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/nazi-propaganda   

3. https://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/tass/ 

4. https://digital.library.unt.edu/search/?fq=str_title_serial:American%20War%20Posters&src=ark 

5. https://www.businessinsider.com/chinese-propaganda-posters-2012-9   

A few recommendations: 

Avoid overly text-heavy or obscure posters and choose images with clear symbols, bold slogans, and visible 

human figures. That makes comparison easier for students and helps them identify audience, emotion, and 

message more quickly. 

Nurse, Alternate to “Rosie the Riveter” https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc570/ 

Uncle Sam Defending Freedom https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc611/m1/1/ 

Americans Always Fight for Freedom https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc425/ 

Additional: 

1. https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/visual-essay-impact-propaganda 

2. https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/posters1.htm  

3. The National WWII Museum. WWII Cartoons and Propaganda Webinar (link) 

https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/posters3.htm
https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/posters3.htm
https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/posters3.htm
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/nazi-propaganda
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/nazi-propaganda
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/nazi-propaganda
https://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/tass/
https://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/tass/
https://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/tass/
https://digital.library.unt.edu/search/?fq=str_title_serial:American%20War%20Posters&src=ark
https://digital.library.unt.edu/search/?fq=str_title_serial:American%20War%20Posters&src=ark
https://www.businessinsider.com/chinese-propaganda-posters-2012-9
https://www.businessinsider.com/chinese-propaganda-posters-2012-9
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/nazi-propaganda
https://scholarship.kentlaw.iit.edu/tass/
https://digital.library.unt.edu/search/?fq=str_title_serial:American%20War%20Posters&src=ark
https://www.businessinsider.com/chinese-propaganda-posters-2012-9
https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc570/
https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc611/m1/1/
https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc425/
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/visual-essay-impact-propaganda
https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/posters1.htm
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/watch/wwii-cartoons-and-propaganda-webinar-46


Propaganda Unit: Color Reference Guide 
For analysis of WWII and Revolutionary Propaganda Posters 

Color Common 
Associations 

Nazi Germany United States 
(WWII) 

Soviet Union 
(WWII) 

Communist 
China 

 

Red 

Action, sacrifice, 
urgency, revolution 

National unity, 
strength, emotional 

intensity 

Patriotism, 
sacrifice, military 

service 

Revolution, 
communism, 

worker solidarity 

Revolution, 
Maoism, collective 

struggle 

 

White 

Purity, clarity, 
legitimacy, unity 

Racial purity, 
order, nationalism 

Freedom, unity, 
democracy 

Contrast, visibility, 
patriotic messaging 

Contrast, slogans, 
ideological 
messaging 

 

Black 

Authority, power, 
fear, seriousness 

Discipline, 
authority, military 

power 

Danger, secrecy, 
Cold War fears 

Fascist threat, 
sacrifice, hardship 

Used sparingly for 
emphasis and 

contrast 

 

Blue 

Stability, trust, 
loyalty 

Rarely emphasized Democracy, 
freedom, 
patriotism 

Rarely emphasized Rarely emphasized 

 

Yellow / Gold 

Prosperity, 
achievement, 

optimism, future 
success 

Limited use Productivity, 
optimism 

Victory, 
achievement, 

industrial progress 

Prosperity, Mao's 
leadership, bright 

future 

 

Green 

Agriculture, 
growth, renewal 

Military and 
agricultural themes 

Production, 
resources, 

conservation 

Agriculture and 
productivity 

Farming, 
communes, 

collective labor 

 

Orange 

Energy, 
enthusiasm, activity 

Limited use Motivation and 
production 

Industrial energy 
and labor 

Revolutionary 
enthusiasm 

 

Gray 

Industry, 
machinery, 
seriousness 

Military production 
and technology 

Wartime 
production and 

industry 

Factories, labor, 
industrialization 

Industrial 
development and 

modernization 



  
Frontload: Historical Context Overview 

 

 Nazi Germany 
(1933–1945) 

United States 
WWII 

Soviet Union WWII Communist China 
(1949–1976) 

Goal 1 Build loyalty to Hitler Recruit soldiers Mobilize resistance 
against Nazi invasion 

Promote Mao 
Zedong 

 

Goal 2 Promote Aryan racial 
ideology 

 

Increase war 
production 

 

Encourage sacrifice 

 

Encourage 
revolutionary 
participation 

Goal 3 Encourage military 
service 

Sell war bonds 

 

Promote patriotism 

 

Support 
collectivization 

Goal 4 Demonize Jews and 
political enemies 

Build national unity 

 

 Advance Cultural 
Revolution goals 

 



Vocabulary Table 

Students should record definitions 

Term Optional or teacher provides alternate preference 

Propaganda Information designed to influence opinions or behavior. 

Persuasion Trying to convince someone to believe or do something. 

Symbolism Use of images to represent ideas 

Collectivism Prioritizing group interests over individual interests. 

Audience The people a message is meant to reach. 

Ideology A set of beliefs about how society should work. 

Patriotism Love and support for one’s country. 

Censorship Controlling what people are allowed to see, hear, or read. 

Morale Confidence and spirit, especially during hard times. 

Mobilize To prepare people for action. 

Composition Arrangement of visual elements. 

Visual Hierarchy Directing attention through design 

Nationalism Strong identification with one's nation 

Scapegoat A person or group unfairly blamed for problems. 

Stereotype An oversimplified or unfair idea about a group. 

Cult of Personality Promotion of a leader as heroic or infallible 

Fascism A dictatorship with extreme nationalism and control. 

Demonization Presenting something as admirable 

 



BASIC COMPOSITION GUIDE 

 

Look for/Symbolism Appearance Purpose Common in: 
Heroic Perspective Leader appears larger 

than viewers. 
 

Authority, Admiration 
 

Nazi Germany, USSR, 
Maoist China 

 
Upward Gaze 

 
Subjects looking 

upward. 
 

Hope, Future, Progress 
 

USSR, China 
 

Central Figure 
 

One dominant 
individual. 

 

Focus attention Hitler posters 
Mao posters 

 
Crowd Imagery 

 
Many people shown 

together. 
 

Unity 
Mass participation 

 

USSR, China 
U.S. war production 

 
Enemy Imagery 

 
Enemy shown distorted 

or monstrous. 
 

Fear, Anger, 
Justification 

 

Nazi Germany 
U.S. Cold War 

Soviet Cold War 
 

 



PROPAGANDA ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK 
Provide every student with the following chart. 
 

Element Questions 

Color What colors dominate? Why? 

Composition What is placed first in your eye line? 

Symbols What objects or icons appear? 

People Who is shown? Who is absent? 

Emotion What feeling is intended? 

Audience Who is being targeted? 

Message What action or belief is desired? 

 
 
 
 



 Annotate and respond:  
How does each leader define or justify propaganda? 
How do they justify it? 
 
1) Goebbels: “Propaganda and the Masses” 

“Propaganda should be organized under one guiding authority and directed toward the broad public. 
It should be repeated clearly and forcefully, with the aim of winning people’s loyalty, shaping belief, 
and supporting the goals of the state.” 

Suggested key: Goebbels treats propaganda as a top-down instrument of political control. He 
justifies it as effective when it is unified, simple, emotionally powerful, and aimed at the masses. 

2) Stalin: “Socialism and Culture” 

“Culture and art should not stand apart from social life. They should be linked to the building of 
socialism, support the working people, and help educate society in the values of the new order.” 

Suggested key: Stalin presents culture as something that should serve political and social 
transformation. He justifies this because art and culture are expected to help shape socialist 
consciousness and strengthen the collective project. 

3) Mao: “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art” 

“Literature and art must grow out of the lives of the workers, peasants, and soldiers. They should 
serve the people, reflect revolutionary struggle, and help unite and mobilize the masses.” 

Suggested key: Mao defines artistic work as political work. He justifies propaganda by arguing that 
literature and art should support revolution, educate the people, and make the struggle against enemies 
clearer. 

4) U.S. Office of War Information memo 

“Wartime communication should inform the public, sustain morale, and explain the nation’s purposes 
clearly. It should help build unity at home and communicate American aims abroad in support of the 
war effort.” 

Suggested key: The OWI frames propaganda as public information in wartime. It justifies this 
messaging as necessary for morale, unity, and support for democratic war aims. 

 

Justifications: 

All four sources see communication as purposeful and persuasive, but they justify it in different ways. 
Goebbels emphasizes control and mass influence, Stalin links culture to socialism, Mao ties literature 
and art to revolution, and the OWI presents messaging as patriotic wartime communication. 



 Annotate and respond:  

How does each leader define or justify propaganda? 

How do they justify it? 

 

1) Goebbels: “Propaganda and the Masses” 

“Propaganda should be organized under one guiding authority and directed toward 
the broad public. It should be repeated clearly and forcefully, with the aim of winning 
people’s loyalty, shaping belief, and supporting the goals of the state.” 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________. 

 

2) Stalin: “Socialism and Culture” 

“Culture and art should not stand apart from social life. They should be linked to the 
building of socialism, support the working people, and help educate society in the 
values of the new order.” 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 



3) Mao: “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art” 

“Literature and art must grow out of the lives of the workers, peasants, and soldiers. 
They should serve the people, reflect revolutionary struggle, and help unite and 
mobilize the masses.” 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

4) U.S. Office of War Information memo 

“Wartime communication should inform the public, sustain morale, and explain the 
nation’s purposes clearly. It should help build unity at home and communicate 
American aims abroad in support of the war effort.” 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 



Common Color Associations Found in Propaganda Posters 
 

Note: Use the chart as a starting point. Color meanings are not universal. Support conclusions and 
interpretations with evidence from the poster’s imagery, text, symbols, audience, and historical context 
rather than solely on generalized color associations. (See Color Reference Guide) 
 
Poster Title: _____________________________________  Country: _______________ 
 
Historical Context: ____________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Describe the poster in one sentence—include the main message. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 1: Identify Colors 
List the three most noticeable colors. 
 
1. ___________________     2. ____________________          3. ___________________ 
 
Step 2: Color Purpose 
 
Color   What Does It Symbolize  Evidence from the Poster 
 
_________ _____________________________ ____________________________________ 
 
_________ _____________________________ ____________________________________ 
 
_________ _____________________________ ____________________________________ 
 
Step 3: Emotional Response 
Which emotions does the color scheme encourage? 
☐ Pride  ☐ Fear   ☐ Loyalty  ☐ Hope  
☐ Anger  ☐ Unity  ☐ Patriotism  ☐ Confidence 
☐ Sacrifice  ☐ Other: _____________ 
 
Evidence: 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 



Step 4: Audience Analysis 
Who was the intended audience? 
☐ Soldiers  ☐ Workers  ☐ Youth  ☐ Women 
☐ Farmers  ☐ Party Members ☐ Entire Population ☐ Other: _____________ 
 
How do the colors help appeal to that audience? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 5: Effectiveness 
How effective do you think the color choices would have been for the intended audience? 
 
1 – Not Effective 
2 – Slightly Effective 
3 – Moderately Effective 
4 – Effective 
5 – Highly Effective 
 
Explain your rating: 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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https://digitalcollections.hoover.org/collections
https://posterhouse.org/blog/hot-poster-gossip-rosie-edition/
https://posterhouse.org/blog/hot-poster-gossip-uncle-sam-edition/
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